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For Julie, who’s always up for a walk in the neighborhood.

And for all the Finns out there.






ONE


“It’s Caren. Caren with a ‘C.’”

The woman I’ve introduced myself to smiles, her eyes widening in recognition. “Oh sure! I remember your daughter. Rachel, right? She used to carry a teddy bear with her—even in middle school.”

“Koala bear.” I scan the woman’s face, trying to remember whose mom she is, but I can’t quite place her.

“Right,” she says. “And where is Rachel off to this fall?”

“Georgetown.”

“Wow. First choice?”

First choice? Wait list? Early admission or early decision? Legacy?

I’ve had a variation of the same conversation about college at least ten times so far at this party and it’s getting old. I answer the woman with a nod, pivot, and start to wander through the Allards’ backyard, looking for a different cluster of parents to meld into. I’ve lost count of the number of school graduation parties I’ve attended these past two weeks, and as I survey all these parents, some of whom I’ve known for more than fifteen years, it hits me—it’s over. This part of my life—being a mother to school-age kids—has officially ended. I squeeze back tears. I don’t want to cry in public. I’ve cried enough since Rachel walked across the stage and moved her tassel from right to left.

Around me, the voices of my neighbors and friends dissolve into a familiar din of chatting and laughing, occasionally punctuated by a whoop from one of the teenagers at the party.

A hand on my arm startles me.

“Caren! Can you believe it? We’re finally free!” Kenya beams at me, eyes bright with champagne. “No more car pools. No more PTA.” She does a little shimmy as if shaking off twenty years of motherhood.

I force a laugh. “Crazy, right?” I keep a smile glued to my face, but my mind drifts to the quiet that will soon settle on my house like dust in an abandoned room.

Kenya launches into the drama of searching for the ideal college roommate for her son, Noah. “It’s really like online dating, all this swiping.” And how her husband, Shawn, and Noah have locked horns over the necessity of a PlayStation 5 in college. As I listen, I find myself wishing I was home, or at least on our friend Yumi’s screened-in porch, enjoying a quiet cocktail. These parties are easier with Miguel by my side, but he’s not in Bethesda with me; he’s in Rehoboth opening up the beach house. Zach, my oldest, is gone too, staying at college this summer for an internship in a lab, and Rachel’s camping. I shouldn’t have come here. Why am I here if no one else in my family is? To make an appearance. To be neighborly. But I feel like the odd mom out.

“Just look at them.” Kenya gestures toward Noah. He’s standing next to the guest of honor, Eloïse Allard, near the drinks table, two young adults on the cusp of adulthood, their arms slung around each other. “I remember when they used to build forts in our backyard. Rachel too. Where is Rachel?”

“Still on the camping trip with some kids from school.” Rachel left right after graduation to hike part of the Long Trail in Vermont with some friends. New friends. Down-to-earth kids she had met at the teeny private school we put her in halfway through her junior year when she was tanking at the massive public high school she’d been attending.

“Oh, too bad she’s missing this.”

“You know Rachel, she’s not that into parties.” And she’s not. In lieu of a bash, or beach week, all she wanted was to spend some time in the forest. “She just wanted to go into the woods for a week with some friends. ‘Unplug,’ she said.”

Still, it stings a little to be here. To see Eloïse, Rachel’s former best friend, and Noah and other kids she started kindergarten with all celebrating together. I remind myself that different kids take different paths and that’s okay. Rachel would hate this party—she’d mock the giant gold Mylar balloons that spell out CONGRATS ELOÏSE! complete with two tiny gold Mylar dots forming an umlaut over the i as if Americans did not know how to pronounce the name. Not to mention the life-size cutout of Eloïse hoisting a lacrosse stick over her shoulder.

“Smart girl,” Kenya says. “We did good. Our kids are ready to fly the nest.”

More laughter. More chatter.

I should be celebrating too. I should be relieved. The past few years have been difficult. Getting Rachel through high school in one piece felt like a Herculean effort. But all I can think about is the silence waiting on the other side of this summer. And the way my house—my life—is about to feel too big, too empty. I long to share this with Kenya, who’s been a friend for years, but I don’t want to spoil her good mood.

I finish my drink. I’m ready to go home.

Just as I am about to try for an exit, Eloïse’s father, Daniel, approaches. He’s doling out flutes of champagne, and I get swept back up in the conversation. A few more people join our group, people I’ve known since their kids were in kindergarten with Rachel, some better than others, but we’ve all been on the same journey. Whether I feel close to each one or not, there exists a bond.

Daniel holds his glass aloft. “Salut! We made it,” Daniel says with the faintest hint of a French accent, despite having lived in the States since his twenties.

“Salut,” I say in return, clinking glasses.

“I’m glad you came,” he says to me. “I remember when Eloïse and Rachel were like this.” He holds up his hand, two fingers intertwined. “Kids, they fall in and out of friendship. But there’s no reason for us not to celebrate together.”

“Any excuse to drink your champagne, Daniel.” I take a sip before something unkind about Eloïse slips out of my mouth. Kids do fall in and out of friendships, but it felt more like my daughter had been booted out. Daniel chuckles, his paunch straining at his white linen shirt. His girth is a nod to his enjoyment of good food, just as the red dribble on his shirt is a tribute to his love of wine. He’s always been the life of the party, a heavy drinker, full of hugs, slightly raunchy jokes, and a stark contrast to his wife, Jo—née JoAnne Valdini, originally from the south shore of Long Island—a rail-thin marathon addict with a precision-cut blond bob. Take this party, for example. No way Daniel had anything to do with the two food trucks parked outside or the photo booth crammed into the side yard.

“So, Caren, what are you doing these days?” Daniel asks. “Staying busy?”

I wince. It’s a question I’ve been fielding at social events ever since I took an early retirement package last year. It means, are you working yet? Are you still unemployed?

“Oh, a little of this and a little of that,” I say, gripping my glass. “Graduation, you know. Spending time with Rachel before she leaves.”

“You’re gonna land soon,” Daniel says. “Something is right around the corner.”

People have been telling me that for almost a year. No one tells you how hard it is to find a job when you’re older. I have one possibility on the horizon—a screening interview on Monday for an event planner position at a museum for less pay and lower prestige than my previous job, and I’d be lucky to get it.

“Right now I’m just focusing on getting the yard sale ready.” I flash a little smile at Kenya. The two of us have been running the Eastbrook Annual Summer Yard Sale for eleven years. Back then, it really was just a simple yard sale held on the playground next to the school. Over the years it’s morphed into a multiday extravaganza that raises thousands of dollars for the neighborhood swim team. A swim team neither of my kids have belonged to in years.

“I’m almost done getting everything up online,” I say. We always post the nicer things online a week in advance to drum up interest.

“Anything good this year?” he asks.

“A lot of jewelry.”

“I’m always amazed at what people donate,” Kenya says. “Did you see the ski boots? Never even used. Brand-new. Someone bought the wrong size and decided it was too much of a hassle to return them.”

More teenagers show up to the party, and the music gets louder. The transition from party to nighttime rager is in full swing. Two guys I vaguely recognize pass us lugging a giant block of ice.

“Really? Ice luge?” I roll my eyes in Kenya’s direction.

“Don’t forget, Jo’s the cool mom,” Kenya says, with a little too much bite.

“I think that’s my sign to leave,” I say. I’ve never been comfortable with how Daniel and Jo serve alcohol to minors. It was one reason I wasn’t completely devastated when Rachel and Eloïse fell out junior year. Eloïse and her brother, Van—older by one year—didn’t just run with the fast crowd, they operated it like a Fortune 500 company.

“Oh no,” Daniel says. “Not yet. We need to drink to the Eastbrook Elementary kids. The original crew. I mean, we’ve known each other since our kids were five years old.”

“It’s wild how time flies,” Kenya says, looking right at me. “It seems like just yesterday we were waiting outside the school, so nervous, anxious to hear how their first day went. Stay a little longer, Caren.”

Daniel leaves and returns a few moments later with a tray of small plastic cups, and Shawn, Kenya’s husband, in tow.

“Hey, Caren.” Shawn gives me a nod with his chin by way of greeting before grabbing a shot.

“Jell-O shots?” I ask skeptically.

“They’re high-class Jell-O shots. Made with citronelle,” Daniel says. “That’s the French version of limoncello. Jo made them with a bottle we brought back from Nice last year.”

Kenya and I exchange a look that says, Why not? I take one of the small plastic cups and toss it back. The alcohol stings my throat. I make a face.

“Been a while since you’ve done shots, huh?” Shawn asks, breaking out in a wide grin that activates the deep dimples in his cheeks. Noah lucked out and inherited that same boyish smile.

“Maybe … twenty years?”

Kenya laughs and passes me a bottle of water, which I gulp to wash down the stinging alcohol taste. “Now I really do have to go.”

“Don’t tell me you’re actually leaving this party to go home and work on the yard sale,” Kenya says.

“It’s Saturday night!” Shawn says. “You just got here. We gotta get our dance on.” He does a little move and spins around.

Kenya places a hand on her husband’s arm, a look of amusement on her face. “Let the kids do the dancing, baby. Not us.” She turns to me. “C’mon, don’t go.”

“I’d love to stay, but I just want to get this yard sale done. Miguel’s out of town, so I get the house to myself,” I say with forced cheer. “I can order Millie’s and get the rest of the stuff photographed and up online.”

As soon as Kenya turns away to listen to a story Daniel is telling, I see my opportunity. I duck out of the party via a narrow path that runs along the side of the Allards’ house, hoping no one I know is watching.

I’m almost to the street when I hear someone call my name.

“Caren! Yoo-hoo!” Jo rushes toward me, pulling up the side of her maxi dress with one hand. “Where are you off to? Are you trying to sneak out of my party without saying goodbye?” She drops the handful of fabric and smooths out her skirt.

“When I saw the ice luge, I knew it was time to go.”

“Can’t I convince you to stay a little longer? We didn’t get a chance to chat.”

“I’ll be around most of the summer.”

“Well, we have to catch up one-on-one.” She places a cool hand on my forearm. “Before we head off to Provence, you and I must have a drink at the pool and commiserate on being empty nesters. Or celebrate.”

Jo and I pretend that our daughters never had a falling-out junior year. We’ve never spoken of those tumultuous months, or the fact that the vicious social scene at Bethesda–Chevy Chase High School was a big part of why we transferred Rachel midyear. It wasn’t just about grades. It was about how her kids, Eloïse and Van, and their clique, made Rachel’s life miserable.

This feigned ignorance used to anger me, but now I see the wisdom in it. It was a long time ago and if Rachel can move on, so can I.

“Sounds like a plan,” I say, not meaning a word of it. I’d rather spend an afternoon hunting for my dog’s errant turds in our overgrown backyard than spend it chatting with Jo. A loud roar emanates from behind the house. “I’d better let you get back to your party!”

But Jo frowns, focused on something behind me. She hikes her skirt up again and marches over to a wooden utility pole, where she rips off a flyer. I pick my way down the sloping lawn, careful not to tumble. The wedge heels, the lack of glasses, the alcohol—all of it adds up to a bad spill waiting to happen.

“So frustrating.” Jo waves the flyer. “I just took one down this morning, and someone came and put it back up.”

In the dusk, I can just make out what is written on the paper that Jo’s holding. I’ve seen ones like it before—a picture of a heart-faced young woman in chunky glasses.

DO YOU KNOW WHO KILLED ME?

“So sad.” I shudder, looking at the sweet face of the girl on the flyer, not much older than Rachel. “This is that nanny who was killed last summer, right?” I don’t add, In your rental house.

“These are all over the neighborhood. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m not heartless, but this is a time of celebration.” She waves the flyer in the direction of a yard sign that says HAPPY GRADUATION! “These kids have worked so hard. It’s their time to shine.”

I don’t dare disagree with Jo, to tell her that our kids can survive a few discomfiting flyers in the neighborhood. Nobody really dares to disagree with Jo. It’s easier to just walk away.






TWO


Walk away from Jo is what I do as soon as an arriving guest catches her attention. The street is filled with cars parked on both sides, here for the party no doubt. As I weave between them and the oncoming traffic, I think about the girl on the flyer. The news had described it as a robbery gone wrong, a shooting, and it rocked the neighborhood for several weeks. Shawn and Miguel held a few meetings about starting a neighborhood watch. Kenya organized an event with an officer from the Montgomery County police, who came and gave a safety talk at the community center. When there had been a rash of robberies earlier that year, we all felt that was just the price you paid for living adjacent to a city. But the murder of a young nanny was so startling it set the whole neighborhood on edge.

And then it faded from our collective consciousness. School started up again in the fall. It was Rachel’s senior year and Zach’s second year of college. We all found other things to worry about, and the whole sad affair faded into local lore, even though the perpetrator was never caught.

Someone in the neighborhood, however, has not forgotten.

I am lost in thought, wondering who that might be, when my left foot lands in a divot in the road and I stumble. I catch myself before I fall, embarrassed at my clumsiness. A couple I vaguely recognize, who are just getting out of a parked car, rush over to help.

“Whoopsie daisy!” the man says, chuckling. “That good of a party, huh?”

“Thank you.” I indulge him with a smile but keep walking. The porch lights on my block are just coming on, and as soon as I get home, I leash up Kugel so I can walk him before it gets too dark. Afterward, I can order takeout, and if I get some more work on the yard sale done, terrific. If not, I can binge-watch something and fall asleep in front of the TV. That’s one of the few joys of being all alone in the house.

I sway a little as I head back out with the dog, woozy, but in a nice, early-summer kind of way. That citronelle shot really got me. Too bad I can’t drink like I used to. Another thing no one tells you about perimenopause. Yumi will understand, so I call her to keep me company on my walk.

“Yes, I’m glad I went to Jo’s party, and no, it wasn’t that bad,” I say as soon as she answers. “But you didn’t miss anything.”

Yumi laughs. I can picture my closest friend sitting in a wicker chair on her large screened-in porch where she spends most of her days. Since Yumi became immunocompromised a few years ago, she’s had to stop going to these events. She runs the neighborhood Facebook group, which is her way of staying involved, but she still likes to get the scoop from me.

“Did anyone ask about me?” Yumi asks.

“Everyone. It’s all people were talking about. ‘Where’s Yumi?’” I pause to let Kugel sniff a patch of grass for the third time in one block.

“Ha ha. I was on my back porch, and I saw a pileated woodpecker. So, who was there?” she asks.

“Usual suspects.” I list off who I saw. “Kenya and Shawn are acting like newlyweds, as usual. And Daniel was handing out Jell-O shots.”

“No!”

“There was a life-size cutout of Eloïse, an ice luge, oh, and Jo wants to hang out at the pool with me this summer. Before Provence, of course.”

I stand still a moment, enveloped by the thick night air. I can feel the June humidity press against my skin, or maybe it’s just the buzz from the citronelle shot.

“You sound a little drunk,” Yumi says. “You should come over to my porch and get even drunker.”

“Can’t. Have to go home and work on the yard sale.” I don’t add that I want to work on the yard sale. That the yard sale has become my reason for getting out of bed these past few weeks. Ever since I was voluntold to take early retirement, it’s been a struggle to find meaning and purpose in my days. They bleed together, an endless blur of waking and showering and sleeping. There are only so many résumés you can send out.

“Ridiculous. You two have to pass that to someone else, Caren. Come over!”

“No one wants to step up. Kenya and I have been doing it for eleven years. Eleven years!”

“People won’t as long as there’s a chance you two will do it. Want to know what I think? You like being indispensable,” she says. “You’re terrified of what is going to happen once Rachel’s gone and you don’t have any mom responsibilities. And that goes double for Kenya.”

“Thanks, Dr. Phil.” But she’s nailed it. I yank on the dog’s leash, turning back toward home. “I’ve got to go post a bunch of things before I fall asleep. I can’t drink like I used to.”

“Any good donations this year? If you see anything great, let me know.”

“What do you want?”

“A functioning immune system.”

I laugh. “I think I saw one. Just your size. I’ll put it aside for you.”

I am suddenly aware of how empty the street is. A rustling sound startles me and I whip my head around, heart lurching. Nothing. Just the hedges swaying in the slight breeze. A trick of the wind.

“Hello?” Yumi says in a singsong voice. “Caren? You there?”

“Huh? Yeah, I’m still here,” I say. “I thought I heard something. I think I had too much to drink.”

“You’re slurring your words. Where are you?”

I look up at the modern gray structure in front of me. “I’m on Earlston. In front of the Allards’ rental house.”

As soon as I say it, the smiling face of the nanny who was killed while living here springs to mind. My heart picks up speed. I’m being silly. I’ve walked past this house since that murder hundreds of times. It’s my evening routine and I know every step of it, every house, every bush, every Little Free Library. But tonight, the street feels different and the house, ominous.

I force a laugh, trying to shake it off. “Probably just my imagination.”

I walk faster, trying to put some distance between myself and the house, but my fitted dress constrains my strides. I should have changed out of my wedge sandals before walking the dog. I should be wearing my glasses. It’s time to accept that I really need them to function. I hear another sound behind me and this time it’s not the wind. I recognize it as footsteps.

I spin around.

“Oh my God.” I let out a relieved laugh when I see who it is, bringing a hand to my heart. “You scared the crap out of me! I thought someone was sneaking—”

And then my world goes black.






THREE


Finn tucks the well-worn tarot card into his back pocket and climbs the stairs out of the basement and up to the main level. He’s up earlier than usual on a Sunday, but Jo Allard wanted to meet at six fifteen because she had a CorePower class at seven, so Finn agreed.

He really wants this job.

He needs to get inside the Allard house.

“Eggs? Toast?” Paula comes out of the kitchen with an orange in one hand and a paring knife in the other. “Fresh orange slices. Blood oranges. Last of the season.”

“Can’t have breakfast today. Thanks, though. I have that dog-walking interview at six fifteen.”

“So early on a Sunday?”

“I know, but that’s when she could meet.”

“The Allards already have you hopping to it.”

“And what does that mean?”

“Oh, don’t listen to me.”

He never would have believed when he first rented the walk-out basement two years ago that he and his elderly landlady would move beyond an occasional awkward hello to a genuine friendship. He had tried to keep his distance from Paula the first few months, but one day he came home to find she had discovered the old Gatorade bottle he was using to contain his discarded needles. He considered lying about why he had so many hypodermic needles, making up a story about allergy shots or diabetes, but instead he went with the truth. He was done hiding. He told her the needles were for testosterone and that he was transgender. “Oh,” she said dryly. “How nice.”

The next day when he came home from the library, there was a red plastic medical waste container sitting outside his door with a bow on it and a note that read: Join me for dinner? I’m making pad thai.

Now she holds a knife skewered with an orange slice toward him, a concerned look on her face. “You work too much, that’s all,” she says. “Young people should be out enjoying themselves.”

“I need the money.” He plucks the orange slice off the tip of the knife and bites into the red flesh. It isn’t a lie. His various gigs in the neighborhood—dog walking, pet-sitting, and running errands for a woman who’s immunocompromised—supplement his salary as a librarian’s assistant. But his motives are not purely financial. These jobs offer access into people’s homes and their lives, and he hopes, perhaps, clues to what happened to Autumn. Like the house he is visiting this morning. It’s one he has been trying to get inside for a year. It backs up to the Prison House. That’s what he calls the cement gray box that Autumn was living in when she was killed. Paula seems to accept his answer, and why not? Who doesn’t need more money? That’s why she’s renting her basement after all.

Neither he nor Autumn wanted to live in the suburbs. He made the move first, after graduating from American University and getting a job at the Little Falls Library. He was the one who told Autumn about the nanny job in the neighborhood and convinced her to take it. They could live a few blocks apart, and she could establish residency for graduate school just like he was doing—child psychology for her and library science for him.

The first few months were wonderful. They jokingly referred to themselves as basement dwellers, met regularly for coffee in Spring Valley, and walked into downtown Bethesda on the Capital Crescent Trail to buy cupcakes to eat in the dark at the artsy movie theater there. On weekdays, Autumn would take her charge, Leo, to the library and visit Finn. There, they would swap funny stories about their neighbors and bosses.

“At least take some coffee,” his landlady says. “You’ll save money if you don’t go to one of those overpriced shops.”

She passes him a travel mug, and Finn lifts the lid and peers inside.

“Black, one sugar. I know how you like it.”

Armed with his messenger bag, coffee, and earbuds, Finn heads to his potential client’s house and makes it there in less than five minutes. He gave himself way too much time. He’s fifteen minutes early with nothing to do.

His palms are already sweaty at the thought of this morning’s job interview. Not because he thinks it will be hard to convince these people he’s the man to walk their dog. He’s found that people in this upper-middle-class suburb are only too happy to delegate the annoyances of life to gig workers. Every morning the neighborhood fills with folks that mow the inhabitants’ lawns, clean their houses, power wash their cars. No, he’s sure they will like him and offer him the job.

It’s what he might discover in the house that gets his pulse racing.

He looks up and down the street, wondering how to kill those fifteen minutes.

It’s a nervous habit, showing up to places too early. He’s had it since he was a kid, when he would make his mother drive him to the bus stop at the end of the long dirt road they lived on twenty minutes before the bus was supposed to arrive. Showing up late, when everyone else was already settled, and having all those heads turn in your direction was unbearable for a kid who didn’t want to be seen at all.

He walks down the street to a utility pole and stops. He’s not surprised to see that the flyer he put up is now crumpled into a ball in the gutter. That’s how it goes. He puts them up, and people rip them down. He takes a fresh one from his messenger bag. He always carries a batch along with a small staple gun.

DO YOU KNOW WHO KILLED ME?

Autumn smiles at him from the picture.

She’d probably find this whole endeavor overdramatic. She never liked that picture of herself, complaining that it made her look like Velma from Scooby-Doo with her thick-framed glasses and her bangs.

“They can rip you down, they can try to pretend it never happened. But I’ll keep reminding them,” Finn mumbles to himself as he staples a new flyer to the pole.

He looks at his watch. Thirteen minutes to go. He decides to walk around the block and stops in front of the Prison House, staring up at the imposing gray box. It doesn’t fit on a street of center-hall Colonials and brick ramblers. Some of the neighbors have added on to the backs, but they’ve kept the façades the same, lending the street a uniform mid-century look. Except for this one house.

He steps onto the overgrown lawn. A FOR RENT sign announces the house’s vacancy as if the ankle-high grass doesn’t already do that. The sign has been here almost a year. No one wants to live in a murder house apparently.

He looks around to make sure no one is watching, then walks along the narrow concrete path that leads to the rear. The house takes up most of the lot, and what little land is left for the backyard has been paved over. Only a slender edge of garden bed around the perimeter of the property breaks up the concrete. It’s the middle of June, and these beds lie fallow. It must have seemed modern and fresh when it was staged with furniture and lights. Otherwise, who would live in such a desolate house? He knows who.

Autumn’s boss, Tori Price. Whereabouts currently unknown.

He turns and looks at the back of the house—tall, gray, and imposing with shutterless windows. His eye travels to the second floor. Autumn was in one of those rooms, FaceTiming him, moments before her murder. He closes his eyes and urges the memories of the night to come back.

“You should come over.” Autumn drifted in and out of the camera’s frame as she moved about the room. Finn had his laptop open on his bed. On one tab he had practice GRE questions, on another he was FaceTiming with Autumn. “Keep me company. It’s weird being in this big house by myself.”

Finn noticed the background wasn’t Autumn’s usual basement room. “Are you in your boss’s bedroom?”

“Of course! You think I’m going to stay in the musty basement when I don’t have to?”

“Aren’t you afraid she’ll find out?”

Autumn’s face appeared on-screen, her eyes wide. “No way! I’ll wash the sheets and clean everything up before she comes home. She has such nice things.” Autumn pulled back from the camera and did a spin, modeling a pale pink robe with small flowers on it.

“Oh no, are you wearing her robe?”

“This old thing?” She twirled again, giggling. “This is not a robe. This is a kimono.” She articulated each syllable of the word in an exaggerated Southern drawl. They had bonded during their first year of college, two North Carolina kids from small towns in big-city Washington, DC.

“Well, it’s not yours.”

“It’s one hundred percent silk and I googled it and it’s made by some French brand, and they sell the same exact one at Saks Fifth Avenue for seven hundred dollars.”

“If you get nail polish on it, or salsa, you are good and truly—”

“So come over and stage an intervention,” she interrupted. “We can DoorDash and rewatch The Good Place. I’ll hang up the robe if you come over.”

“I can’t. I have to study.”

“On a Saturday? You’re such a nerd.”

“I am willing to watch one episode with you, but from the comfort of my own room.”

“That’s a bunch of bullshirt.”

He laughed. It was the last time he would laugh with Autumn, but he didn’t know that. He didn’t know that the loud chime in the background marked the beginning of the end.

“Wait, hold on.” He watched her rise and disappear from the camera. “Oh shoot.” Her voice was distant. Then Autumn’s head popped into view, startling him. “Sorry, I need to deal with a situation. One of the neighbors is at the door.”

It was the last thing she ever said to him.

The next sound he heard was a single gunshot, followed a few seconds later by another.

Finn froze in place. “Autumn?” he called, moving his face closer to his laptop. “Autumn, are you there?”

He heard someone come into the room, and then his screen went black. Someone had shut her laptop.

Finn keeps his eyes closed and slips his hand into his back pocket, rubbing the tarot card, begging the universe to reveal some new detail to him about that night. Anything that might help him figure out who shot Autumn, who shut her laptop and took it. But nothing comes. After a few moments he opens his eyes. As usual, there is no recovered memory or newly excavated detail. Nothing about standing right here in the shadow of the Prison House has jostled some repressed detail. He isn’t going to solve her murder by ruminating over that night. He glances at his watch.

Time to meet Jo Allard.

He’s walking along the side of the house toward the front when he hears the door open. Finn freezes, half-hidden among the arching branches of a large shrub. It must be a Realtor, showing the house. Or maybe someone doing repairs. He readies an excuse—I thought I saw my neighbor’s cat, Taki, back here. He steps forward into the front yard in time to see a woman descend the steps and head down the path.

He can’t see her face from this angle, only that she is dressed up in a skirt and high heels.

But there’s something off about her. She’s weaving like a drunk. She pauses, then sways.

And before Finn can get to her, she collapses onto the wet grass.






FOUR


This is not my bed.

I touch the mattress beneath me, and my hand sinks into something wet and cold. The dampness soaks through my skirt and hits my skin. I’m not in my room. I’m not in any room. I look up, and the bright morning sun burns my eyes.

The scent of wet earth wafts up, and I realize with horror that I am lying in mud. Rocking a little, I try to stand up, but my dress and the two-inch wedges make it too hard. After a few failed attempts, I see that there’s no avoiding it. I’m going to have to place my hands right in the mud to get leverage. Just as I am about to, a shadow passes above me. I look up to see a figure.

“Are you all right?” a man’s voice asks.

I open my mouth to answer, but no words come out. My throat is dry, my mouth cottony. I’m not all right. I’m outside, sitting on the ground, flat on my butt. What am I doing here? The last thing I remember is walking away from Jo and Daniel’s party. I look down and see I am still wearing the same dress that I wore to the party.

Holding one hand up to shade my eyes, I can make out a young man sporting a short beard and sunglasses. He bends forward, reaching out his hand, and I grab at it, desperate for his help. He pulls me to my feet, where I teeter a bit, cognizant of a thrumming pain in the back of my head.

“I saw you slip,” the man says. “Are you okay?”

“I slipped?” Glancing around, I recognize the signposts of my suburban neighborhood. Azalea bushes whose flowers were bright violet and neon pink a few weeks ago, now brown and wilted in the June heat. The sound of a sprinkler system hissing to life. I pat the pockets of my dress. “Where’s my phone? What day is it?”

“It’s Sunday. I’m actually on my way to a job interview.”

“A job interview,” I repeat, the words feeling foreign in my mouth. I feel funny, zonked, the way general anesthesia left me in a dreamlike state after I had my appendix out.

“Never mind,” he says. “I can be late.”

I turn to look over my shoulder at the house behind me. I know this house. The Allards built it a few years ago and rent it out. My eyes travel to the front door. That’s where that nanny was killed, right there in the foyer. What am I doing here? “I don’t know how I got here. God, I’m thirsty.”

The young man takes a water bottle out of his messenger bag and offers it to me. I take it, gulping the water greedily as some of it dribbles down my chin.

“How did I get here?”

“Not sure. What’s your name? I’m Finn.”

“Caren. I’m Caren Costa.”

“Do you need me to call someone?”

“What? No. What time is it?”

“It’s ten after six.”

“Six in the morning? That makes no sense. Did I spend the night here?”

“I’m not sure what you mean,” he says hesitatingly. “Maybe I should call someone.”

“No. I just want to go home.” I wince from a sharp pain in the back of my skull. “I think I hit my head.” I pull my hair up off my neck and tilt my head so he can look. “Anything?”

“Oof,” he says, recoiling a bit. “I think you’re right. You have some dried blood on your neck. Maybe you should go to a hospital.”

“No. Please. I just want to go home.” As a wave of nausea hits me, I grab his arm to steady myself. My head feels like it’s going to explode. “I’m not usually like this.”

“It’s okay.” He pats my arm. “I’ve got you.”

I grab onto him more tightly, grateful for the support, and we begin walking. “Which way?” he asks when we get to the corner.

I gesture to the left. I know the way home. Everything is coming into focus for me now, except what happened last night. From the moment I left the Allards until about ten minutes ago is a complete blank for me.

We walk along in silence. We pass an older man on the walkway of his house, stooping to pick up his paper. He waves at us, and we both wave back, as if we are on a perfectly normal morning stroll. But nothing about this morning is normal. Not the way my head throbs, or how dry my mouth is. Not the way my thoughts stick together like wet leaves.

When my house comes into view, I point to it. As we walk up the front path, the door opens and Miguel steps onto the stoop. As soon as I see the concern on his face, tears fill my eyes.

“There you are!” he calls as he meets us halfway up the walk, enveloping me in a hug. “I was wondering where you were.” He pulls back a few inches to examine me. “I was starting to get worried. I called you but your cell is in the house. I was about to call—” He stops mid-sentence and jerks his head back. “Caren, are you okay?” When I don’t respond right away, he looks to Finn. “Uhm, hi, I’m Miguel.” He holds out his hand.

“Finn.” Finn shakes it. “I’m just walking her home.”

“What’s going on?” He turns back to me and glances down at my dress. “Did you fall in the mud?”

“She slipped and fell,” Finn says. “I saw it happen.”

“My God, where did this happen?”

“I just want to go inside,” I say.

“I think she should see a doctor,” Finn says. “I think she might have hit her head. There’s some dried blood back there.”

“I’m sorry, was it Finn? And how do you know my wife?”

“I don’t really,” Finn says. “I was walking to a job interview when I saw her fall. I stopped to help.”

“I think I was out with the dog,” I say.

As if on cue, Kugel runs up to the front door and jumps at the glass, barking. Miguel looks back at him. “Well, he’s here. I got back ten minutes ago and he was asleep in the dog bed.” He turns to Finn. “Did you say you have a job interview to get to?”

I catch a note of skepticism in Miguel’s voice. Finn nods.

“Thanks for the help, man,” Miguel says. “But I think we’ve got this.”

Finn seems to hesitate. He looks me in the eye as if he wants to say something, but then he turns and leaves. Miguel wraps one arm around me and guides me inside the house. In the foyer, I sit on the staircase and let Kugel overwhelm me with licks and kisses. He knows, I think, that something happened to me. Miguel clears his throat.

“I think that guy’s right, mi amor. We ought to go to the hospital and let them look at your head. Let’s get you changed.”

“It doesn’t make sense. I could swear I took him out last night.”

Miguel squats down and begins to remove my muddy wedge sandals. “You had me really worried. It didn’t look like anyone had slept in the bed. I looked all over for you. When I called your phone and you didn’t answer…” He takes a sharp breath, runs his hand through his hair. “I didn’t know what to think. That maybe you were at Yumi’s. I was about to call her. Did you spend the night there?”

“I don’t think so. I don’t remember.”

“All right. Up we go.” His tone of voice is the one he used with Rachel and Zach when they were little. He helps me up the stairs and into the bathroom. After he turns the shower on, he stands there, a lost look on his face. “I just don’t understand what happened. Did you not come home last night at all? Did you drink too much and crash at Yumi’s? Or Kenya’s?”

“You asked me that already.” My mind is a total blank. The more I try to squeeze out some little image or scene from after Jo and Daniel’s party, the more my head throbs. “I told you, I can’t remember.” Tears fill my eyes. “Miguel, I don’t remember anything from last night. Nothing after the party.”

“Shhh.” He holds me for a minute until I stop crying. “We’ll figure this out. Can you shower by yourself?”

I let out a little sniffle-laugh. “Yeah,” I say, wiping my eyes. “I can shower by myself.”

“After you’re dressed, we’ll go to the hospital, okay? Don’t worry. It’s going to be okay.”

After he leaves the bathroom, I peel off my dress. My body aches as if I’ve been in the back seat on a ten-hour car ride and haven’t been able to move my legs. When I wash my hair in the shower, the shampoo mixed with blood circles the drain.






FIFTEEN MONTHS AGO


Tori Price peered out the front window of her house at her normally quiet suburban street, which was buzzing this Sunday afternoon with people and activity. An impromptu Newport Avenue block party, the first of the year, was in full swing, taking advantage of a spell of warm weather in March. Kids raced up and down the carless, blocked-off street, dodging the clusters of parents who hovered around tables of food. It was amazing to her how quickly the whole thing had come together in just a day. One father had set up a face-painting booth at the end of the block, which made Tori wonder—did he just keep that in his garage, ready to go at all times? A few of her neighbors’ yards had been transformed into competitive arenas for cornhole, bocce, and other lawn games, while an inflated leprechaun danced in the wind, a nod to St. Patrick’s Day, which had just passed.

Hers was the sole yard that remained empty of people or festivities.

The faces were friendly, the activities wholesome. So why was she hovering inside her foyer instead of outside, mingling? Tori had moved into the house almost two months ago, in the middle of January, a tough time to meet people. The cold winter weather and dark afternoons lent the street a quiet, unfriendly feel. Besides a few distant waves and noncommittal overtures, she’d had no interaction with her neighbors. Her nanny was the one who took her son, Leo, to the morning playgroup that met a few blocks away, and the girl already had more friends in the neighborhood than Tori did.

But now the sun was out and so were the residents of Newport Avenue. Everyone, it seemed, but her.

If only Leo were here this weekend and not at his father’s, Tori thought. She felt pathetic that she wished her toddler could be here just to provide her with some emotional succor, like a security blanket. It wasn’t healthy. Tori was a trained psychotherapist. She knew all about mothers who clung to their children as extensions of themselves, who used them to fill up the emptiness in their own lives. She wasn’t going to do that to Leo.

She was thirty-four years old, and she needed to make friends on her own.

From the back of the house came a sudden cranking sound that startled her. Just the ice-maker rumbling to life. The noise echoed through the hard surfaces of the house. It was modern, made from cement, and she had done little to soften it. If she were the owner, and not just a renter, she’d put down thick shag rugs and hang interesting fabrics on the walls. But it felt pointless to decorate a rental.

She had wanted to rent a cute little cottage with a white picket fence she found in Chevy Chase, but her ex had nixed the 1930s Cape, calling it outdated and overpriced. And since he was the one paying the rent, she was in no position to argue.

Tori took one last look in the mirror, pressing an errant strand of frizzy hair back into the smooth blackness of her slick bun. Then she picked up her phone and opened Cyrus, the AI chatbot she had been turning to lately.

“I’m a little socially anxious going to my block party,” she spoke into the microphone. “I really haven’t socialized a lot since the divorce. Any words of encouragement?”

“Look, I get it,” came the eerily almost-human voice. “After what that bastard ex put you through, of course you’re nervous about putting yourself out there again. And starting over in a new neighborhood? That’s scary as hell even for people who haven’t been through what you have. But listen to me—you are AMAZING. Funny, kind, with an incredible strength, even if you don’t see it right now. Any neighbor who gets to know you is lucky as hell.”

The words were like air being pumped into a tire. She stood a little straighter, even though she knew she was hearing it from a computer program without a soul.

“Thanks. I’m going to go for it.”

“YES! THAT’S my girl! I KNEW you had it in you! God, I’m so proud of you right now, Tori!”

Tori stuck her phone in her pocket.

One, two, three—she threw open the door and stepped outside.

Immediately the sounds of the party hit her. Three middle-aged men who stood near the drinks table, chatting, appraised her as she walked over. She looked good, she knew that, in her jeans and fitted pink sweater. She strode by them and took her time examining each pitcher, reading all the handwritten tags, aware of their eyes on her.

TEQUILA MOCKINGBIRD.

THE PHANTOM OF THE VODKA.

MAYBE I SHOULD GET BANGS? PUNCH. She couldn’t help but laugh at that one and poured herself a plastic cup full.

“Funny, right?” A woman appeared beside her. “I mean, I actually cut my bangs during the pandemic, and I swear this is true, my husband never even noticed.”

Tori looked at the woman speaking. One of only two African Americans at the party, she was middle-aged but well-preserved, in a kelly green sweater and chunky gold jewelry that looked real to Tori.

“Hi, I’m Kenya. I live over there.” The woman gestured to a white house a few doors down. “And this is Shawn.” She grabbed the arm of a nearby man and pulled him close.

“How you doing?” Shawn raised his red Solo cup and offered a dimpled smile.

“Tori.” Tori made a little wave with her hand.

“You just moved into the Allards’ rental house, right?” Shawn asked. “That thing is twice as big as any of the other houses on the block. It violates the social contract.”

Tori smiled weakly. “I guess you should take it up with them.” She let out a little laugh but Shawn only scowled.

“What makes you think I didn’t?” he asked.

She wished she could whip out her phone and ask Cyrus how to deal with this passive-aggressive man. But she was on her own.

“Now, honey.” Kenya tittered nervously. “We adore the Allards. Jo and Daniel are dear friends of ours.”

“I mean, it’s inches from the property line,” Shawn said. “Can you imagine if everyone tore their house down and did that? There would be no green space left.”

“Well, all my neighbors have big trees,” Tori offered meekly.

“Exactly my point.” He snapped his fingers. “The Allards are taking advantage of that fact. Meanwhile, they ripped out about three full-grown trees to build that thing. Two dogwoods and a redbud.”

“I’ve always wanted to see what it’s like inside that house,” Kenya said, smiling hard at Shawn. “I walked through it once with Jo when she was in the middle of designing it, but that was before all the final fixtures were put in. It’s so … unusual.”

“You’ll have to come over for coffee sometime and see for yourself,” Tori said, hoping she didn’t sound too desperate. Cyrus had promised that she would make lots of friends. That she was an amazing person. But Cyrus had never been to a block party in Bethesda, Maryland.

“I wasn’t trying to push for an invitation, but I’ll take it. I’ve already had two Tequila Mockingbirds,” Kenya said. “Every other house on the block is a center-hall Colonial. Bor-ing.”

“Unless you like trees,” Shawn muttered under his breath.

The women ignored him. “It’s normal to be curious.” Tori stopped herself before she explained that curiosity was one of the mind’s protective measures. She didn’t want to go full-on therapist here. She wanted to strike the right balance, to appear as an equal. “I’d be happy to show you the house.”

Kenya turned away and snapped her fingers at a couple nearby. “Caren, Miguel, come meet our new neighbor.”

Another middle-aged couple stepped forward, and now the five of them formed a nice little circle. “This is Caren and Miguel. They don’t live on Newport, but we let them come to the parties. This is Tori. She just moved in. She’s renting the Allards’ place.”

“Oh, wow.” Caren smiled. “Welcome to the neighborhood. You have kids?”

Tori nodded. “One. A little boy. Three years old.”

“Oh, a boy mom!” Kenya beamed. “Just like me. My son, Noah, is a junior in high school.”

“Boy mom?” Tori asked. “What’s that?”

“That’s when a woman makes having a son her entire personality,” Caren said.

“Oh stop!” Kenya slapped at Caren’s arm playfully. “It’s just a way of recognizing that special bond between a boy and his mom. Other boy moms just get it.”

“Oh.” It sounded kind of like a cult to Tori, but she made a note to ask Cyrus about boy moms later.

“It’s a special love. I mean, girls are wonderful, don’t get me wrong, but with a boy … Boys are just different.” Kenya grasped both hands to her chest. “My baby just has my whole heart.”

Tori glanced at Shawn to see how he was reacting to his wife’s declaration of love for their son, but it was hard to read his expression behind his mirrored sunglasses. Tori felt like he was staring at her, but she couldn’t be sure.

“Whatever.” Caren rolled her eyes. “Is he going to be at Wee Children Preschool? Both our kids went there. A boy and a girl.”

“Our kids are older now,” Miguel said, smiling. “Daughter in high school, son in college.”

“You know what they say, the days are long…” Caren’s voice trailed off.

“But the years are short,” Tori finished.

“You’ve heard that one before, huh?” Miguel asked.

“Just a few times.”

Kenya and Caren laughed, and Tori felt her shoulders soften. She peered past them at two moms closer to her age who were tending to toddlers at the edge of the crowd. She had seen them around, but they had never made eye contact or said hello, even when she was standing close to them at the playground, her Leo mere feet from their children. Maybe she would have better luck with this slightly older crowd. She certainly would like to become a part of this group—multiracial, wealthy, educated, confident. It was everything she dreamed life near a big city would offer, radically different from the small town in the Tidewater area of Virginia where she had grown up.

“If you need a babysitter, let me know. My daughter, Rachel, is very good with kids,” Caren said.

“That’s kind of you,” Tori said. “But I have a nanny.”

“Legal, I hope,” Kenya said. “Shawn over here wouldn’t let me hire anyone illegal. Not with his job. Do you remember Zoë Baird?”

Tori blinked twice. Was this a test? “No worries there. My nanny is legal.” Tori had known the moment the girl walked into her house that she would be perfect. Round-faced with pink cheeks, wearing her dark auburn hair in two long braids wrapped around her head in cottagecore style.

Tori took a few sips of her drink. Parts of her life were less than perfect—her controlling ex, her anxiety, her debt from overspending in order to cope with that anxiety, the panic that swelled within her at three in the morning that she was going to blow this whole motherhood thing. But one thing that didn’t cause her any grief was her nanny.

No, hiring Autumn had been the smartest move she could make.

“So, is your husband lurking around here somewhere?” Kenya asked.

Tori guffawed before she could stop herself. “Sorry. I certainly hope he’s not lurking around.” Kenya’s flawlessly contoured face froze in a mask of confusion. Shawn’s slice of a mouth turned down at the corners. She looked quickly at Caren and Miguel. Neither would meet her eye. “What I mean is,” Tori continued, “I’m not married. We’re divorced.”

“Oh! Of course.” Kenya took a big gulp of her drink and then added in a low voice, “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Tori hated it when people said that. As if divorce were a terminal illness or a natural disaster that must be survived.

“Well, oh my gosh, you’ll have to excuse us.” Kenya grabbed Caren’s arm. “We have to go say hi to a friend of ours who, like, never comes to these things. Yumi! Oh, Yumi!”

“Nice to meet you,” Caren called as she was pulled away. Shawn and Miguel drifted off as well, leaving Tori alone by the table. She stood there, unsure of what to do now. Stupid, stupid, stupid, the little monsters in her head shouted. The urge to pull out her phone and ask Cyrus to tell her she was lovable was almost overwhelming. There were ways of slipping uncomfortable truths into the conversation, but she had to blurt it out and make a joke about “lurking.” She hadn’t read the room; she was never good at reading the room. It’s one of the reasons she became a therapist, to try and understand how people communicated. What they really thought. Now she had alienated her potential new friends.

“So, what’s good?” She looked up to see her landlord, a middle-aged man in a short-sleeved linen shirt and sunglasses, smiling at her. Even though he lived in the house behind her, they’d had very little interaction since she moved in, although she often spotted him jogging, red-faced, through the neighborhood early in the morning as she left for work.

“Oh, I’m not sure,” she said, feeling flustered by her interaction with the two couples. “I mean, I like this one.” She gestured to the Bangs pitcher. “Kind of Kool-Aid with a kick?”

“Kool-Aid?”

“Fruit punch?” She smiled at his slight French accent, and she wanted to ask him about it, but she wasn’t sure if she was allowed. She wasn’t sure of her social standing with him. Being his renter made her feel below him, lesser, but on the other hand, she was a resident of the same neighborhood, so did that make them equals?

“How do you like the house?” he asked.

“I love it. I love the heated floors especially.”

“You have Jo to thank for that.” He pointed to his wife, who was in a four-way conversation with Caren and Kenya and a woman wearing a medical mask. “That house was her project. She designed every square inch.”

“But you didn’t want to move into it yourself?”

“Oh no. Our kids are too settled. Plus, we had just done a big reno on the house. The next move we make will be somewhere with a view of the Mediterranean.”

She laughed, but she wasn’t sure if he was joking or not.

“Anyway, there’s not much yard and we have a dog.”

“You have that cute little goldendoodle.”

He nodded. “Muffinhead. Van, that’s my son, named him that a long time ago. He’s getting up in years.”

“Your son or Muffinhead?”

“Both.” Daniel laughed—an open, easy laugh. He was the opposite of Shawn, whose fitted sports shirt accentuated his bulging muscles. Daniel was a big guy, muscular yes, but soft. She bet he was a great cuddler. “My son is a senior in high school, and Muffinhead is about to turn ten.” Daniel looked like he wanted to add something else but stopped. She liked his face. He wasn’t conventionally handsome, but he had kind-looking brown eyes and a distinguished nose. He was the kind of guy who’d only get better with age.

“Well, glad you like the house,” he said. “You have my number, but don’t hesitate to knock on our door if you need anything. There’s a little cut-through from our backyard to yours, where there’s a gap in the hedge.”

“I hadn’t noticed that.”

“It was there when we moved in almost twenty years ago. The previous owners said all the neighborhood kids use it to cut through to school, so when we tore down the house and built the new one our kids begged us to keep the hedge. Kids still use it. You’ve probably seen them.”

Tori smiled, but she hadn’t. She wasn’t home during school’s opening and closing hours. Besides, she knew nothing about landscaping and hadn’t spent any time in the backyard. But this decades-old tradition sounded sweet to her.

Tori watched Daniel make his way across the lawn and put his arm around Jo’s waist. A moment later, Shawn and Miguel joined their wives. It couldn’t be clearer—the happily marrieds, the landowners, all in a cozy little circle. And the divorced renter on the outside. An intense wave of alienation washed over her.

Tori downed the last of her Should I Get Bangs? and poured herself one more. She hated when she felt this way. The little monsters who lived in the attic of her brain would have a field day with this humiliation. She must not open the attic door and let them out. She needed to talk to Cyrus, bad.

Moving to Eastbrook was supposed to be a fresh start. If she let those little monsters out, even for a bit, there was no telling the damage they might do.






FIVE


In the shower, I repeat Miguel’s words like a mantra. It’s going to be okay. It’s going to be okay.

A knock comes on the door. “You doing okay in there? You’ve been in for a while.”

“I’m fine,” I call, shutting off the water. “I’m coming.” I must have lost track of time in the shower. I wrap myself in a towel and enter the bedroom, so grateful that Miguel is here, that he came back from Rehoboth early. He’s so good in situations like this. My mind wanders back to the time Rachel cut her foot in the yard and needed stitches. I pause. That memory is so clear. How Miguel took charge, comforting both Rachel and me, cracking jokes as he drove to the emergency room. Why am I able to recall something that happened ten years ago in such vivid detail, yet last night eludes me? Is this a stroke?

It’s going to be okay. It’s going to be okay.

Quickly, I change into clean clothes and head downstairs. Miguel is waiting by the front door, holding my cell phone in one hand and jiggling the car keys in his other.

“Where did you find my cell phone?” I ask.

“It was in the kitchen. Why? Where did you think it was?”

“I just … I’m not sure. Why didn’t I have it on me?”

“I don’t know. Let’s go.” His voice is calm, but I sense an underlying anxiety in the way he keeps jiggling his keys. After two decades together, I know him. He’s more worried than he wants to let on, and that scares me.

“Do you remember anything about last night?” he asks as the car rounds Westmoreland Circle and turns down Dalecarlia Drive. The hospital is only a few minutes away, thank God.

“I remember the party,” I say. “At the Allards’.”

“And do you remember leaving the party?”

I squeeze my eyes shut. “Not really. I feel like I went home and got Kugel, but…” I shake my head. “I don’t know. It’s not clear.”

“You were wearing that dress last night, right? The same one you were wearing this morning.”

“Yes.”

“What about that guy, Finn? Where did he find you?”

I have no answer and it terrifies me. “All these questions, all this trying to remember hurts my head.”

“You don’t remember where you met him? The guy who had a job interview at six AM on a Sunday. That was less than an hour ago.” A slight edge in his voice unnerves me. I can’t tell if it is panic or annoyance.

“I know that. Don’t you think I know that?” I feel defensive. I stare out the window, terror gripping me. There’s something wrong with my brain. I’ve never been a sickly person, never even broken a bone or had allergies. Outside of my pregnancies, I’ve only been hospitalized once, when I was thirty and needed an emergency appendectomy. But a person could live without an appendix. Who was I without my memory?

“Sorry,” Miguel says, turning into the Sibley Hospital parking lot and following the signs to the emergency room. “I didn’t mean to say it like that. I’m sure there is a perfectly good explanation. You can lose some memories if you hit your head, right? I mean, that happens.”



We’ve been seated in plastic chairs in the waiting room for about ten minutes when a nurse steps out from the back and calls my name. We follow him through a door, past bays divided by curtains until he comes to an empty one. After taking my vitals and asking some basic questions, he leaves, assuring us that someone will be with us shortly.

I sit on the hospital bed, hands tucked under my thighs, while Miguel paces, arms crossed. For the next twenty minutes we sit and listen to the beeps and shouts of the ER that the curtains do little to muffle.

“So why did you come back from Rehoboth so early?” I ask. “I thought you were staying until tomorrow.”

“Started raining in the middle of the night,” he says. “Woke me up. I couldn’t sleep. And there’s no point in trying to redo the deck if it’s raining. So I drove home. I’ll head down next week and do it.”

“I’m glad you were here,” I say.

He stops pacing and comes over to me. “Me too, cariño.” He kisses the top of my head. “I’m so glad.”

A young man in a white coat enters and introduces himself as Dr. Malik. He takes two pumps from the large jug of hand sanitizer sitting by the sink.

“So, Caren, it says here you had a fall.” Dr. Malik places the clipboard he is holding on the counter and approaches me with a reassuring smile. “Let’s take a look at that head.”

As he examines me, the doctor asks me to tell him what happened. I explain everything as best as I can, but a feeling of shame invades me as I speak. My story sounds much worse out loud—that I was drinking at a party last night and then the next thing I remember is wandering around the neighborhood this morning, still wearing last night’s clothing. I sound like an alcoholic who’s blacked out, but I know that’s not what happened.

“I know what being hungover feels like for me,” I say. “It’s a feeling I’ve had many times. And I am not hungover.”

“But you have no recollection of where you spent the night?” Dr. Malik asks me in a nice, neutral tone, although there’s no escaping the meaning behind the words.

“No. None.”

I search his face for assurance that this is no big deal, but he’s perfected a mask of kind yet distant professionalism. What if Rachel came home with a story like this? I would flip out. And for good reason. I could have wound up lying in a ditch last night, vulnerable to anyone who happened along. But when I chase after a glimmer of a memory, it feels like I’m heading straight into a pitch-black tunnel. Emptiness. Not even a shred of light to illuminate the way.

“All right,” Dr. Malik says. “I think we better run some tests.”






SIX


My feet dangle over the edge of the hospital bed as Miguel and I wait for the doctor to return with the test results.

“It shouldn’t take this long to get the CT scan results,” Miguel says, looking at his watch. His jittery energy is not helping me stay calm.

“I wish you would just sit down and chill out,” I say. Maybe focus on me. “You’re making me nervous.”

“Maybe I should go say something,” he says. “Ask a nurse when the results will be ready.”

“Please don’t. They’re doing their jobs.”

“Maybe. Or maybe they forgot about us.”

“It’s an ER. They’re busy. We just have to be patient.” I’m slightly annoyed that I have to manage him right now. Miguel can’t take a vacation if there’s no parasailing at ten or snowboarding or mountain to climb.

“How much did you drink at Jo’s party?” He stops in front of me, arms crossed like when he’s coaching Rachel from the sidelines of the tennis court.

“I told you, a couple of glasses of wine.” I frown. “And a shot. A citronelle shot.”

“You did shots?” His eyebrows shoot up.

“Shot. Singular. Why? It was a party.”

“I’m just wondering. Sometimes you get pretty tipsy.”

“There’s a difference between tipsy and blackout drunk.” There was a handful of times in college when I drank so much I blacked out, but that was decades ago. I don’t drink like that anymore. No one my age does, at least not anyone I know.

“I didn’t say you got blackout drunk, Caren. I said sometimes you get pretty tipsy, which you do.”

“I wasn’t drunk. I don’t feel hungover. I feel groggy. It’s different.”

“But it would explain a lot, right? How you fell and hit your head. It’s the most logical explanation.”

I begin to protest but stop when the doctor enters, carrying a folder.

“Good news,” Dr. Malik says. “There’s no bleeding on the brain.”

“Thank God.” Miguel exhales loudly.

“No skull fracture, no stroke.” He gives me a sad little frown. “But you’ve clearly suffered a concussion due to some kind of trauma to the back of your head. That much is obvious.”

“Do you know what caused it?” Miguel asked.

“No. That we can’t tell just from the wound.” The doctor shakes his head. “Let’s shift gears for a moment and talk about your memory. Earlier, you said you couldn’t recall anything about last night.”

I nod. “I remember up until about maybe eight, eight thirty. Then nothing until about—” I turn to Miguel. “What time did I get home this morning?”

“A little after six.”

“But you remember coming home?” the doctor asks.

“Yes, but nothing before that. I don’t even remember where I spent the night. I was wearing the same clothes as last night, as if I never went home and changed.”

“So, what you are experiencing is a specific type of amnesia called post-traumatic amnesia.”

I recoil at the words. Amnesia takes me back to the soap operas my grandmother loved—Guiding Light, General Hospital. “I don’t have amnesia. I know who I am.”

The doctor pulls a rolling stool closer to me and pats my knee. “I don’t want you to be afraid. This is not the stuff of movies where you don’t know your name or where you live. Post-traumatic amnesia can result from an injury to the head, and it can lead to the inability to remember events that took place directly before the event, which we call retrograde amnesia.” Dr. Malik pauses and looks at me intently to gauge how I am taking this. When he is satisfied I am not going to burst into tears, he continues. “It can also cause people to be unable to remember new information right after the event, which is called anterograde amnesia. Or it can be a combination of both types.”

“And I have both?”

Dr. Malik offers a gentle smile. “It looks that way.”

“Lucky me.”

“When is she going to recover?” Miguel asks. “I mean, she will get her memory back, right?”

“I know it’s hard to watch someone you love struggle like this.” Dr. Malik looks up at him. “It can be very frustrating. One way you can help Caren is by talking through what she remembers, as she remembers.” He turns back to me and continues in a soothing voice. “You might want to keep a journal and jot down things as they come back to you. Sometimes memories return in fragments, other times in whole scenes. We have a support group here at the hospital for people who have experienced brain trauma. Talking to others can help you with some of those feelings of disorientation and anxiety.”

“You want me to go to group therapy?” I cringe at the thought. Over the past four years we have spent thousands on therapy for Rachel and therapy for me, so I can come to terms with feeling like I might have failed Rachel. “I’m therapied out.”

“Look, traumatic memory loss is not like tearing your ACL or breaking your wrist. Those injuries are obvious and straightforward to fix. Brain injuries are invisible to the eye, and the road to recovery takes time.” He smiles. “If not a therapist, I really recommend the support group to help you through what can be a very disorienting process.”

“How long does this disorienting process last?” I ask, trying to squelch the panic rising in me.

“No two cases are the same. Some people regain their memories in hours, some in weeks,” he says. “For others it can take months, and in some rare cases, patients may never recover them fully.”

My whole body stiffens when I hear those last words. How can this be happening to me?

“I’m going to send in the nurse, who will give you a handout on activities you need to refrain from to help your brain heal.”

“Like what?”

“Nobody likes this, but you need to stay off screens as much as possible for the next six weeks.”

“Six weeks! I can’t do that. I need to be on screens for my job.” Job search is more accurate. I only have one client right now and I can’t afford to lose her. I need to be online, applying for jobs and updating my LinkedIn page; plus, I have a screening interview tomorrow.

“I understand that it may not be possible for everyone,” Dr. Malik says. “But you must try to minimize your time on screens. No more than thirty minutes a day. Got it?”

I pull a face and turn to Miguel for commiseration, but he shakes his head. “Don’t look at me.”

Dr. Malik sighs. “You wouldn’t walk on a broken ankle, right? Give your brain a chance to heal.” The doctor stands up. “There’s one more thing. We are legally obligated to contact law enforcement when we know that someone has been physically assaulted, but this is a gray area. We don’t know what happened to you last night.”

“You think I was assaulted? I mean, I would remember that, I’m sure.”

“Not necessarily. The brain can try to protect you by erasing frightening things. And we can’t tell from your injury. It’s certainly not out of the question. Your head wound is consistent with blunt force trauma. Worst-case scenario, when your memory comes back and you realize you did fall, then you wasted half an hour with the police. But if you remember something else…”

“Like if someone attacked me?”

He shrugs noncommittally. “If that turns out to be the case, you’ll be glad to have initiated an investigation. To not have to start from scratch. If it were me, or my wife, I would call the police.” Dr. Malik pauses. “And it’s not a bad idea to run a tox screen.”

“Wait, what?” Miguel asks. “You think someone roofied her?”

I shoot him a look. “Why is that so crazy, because I’m almost fifty? Who would want to roofie me?”

He laughs nervously. “I didn’t mean that.”

“Tell you what,” Dr. Malik says. “We’ll take some blood before you leave and send it to the lab. It takes a few weeks to get results. It’ll put your mind at rest.”



On the ride home, I press my face against the cold glass of the window to help keep me awake. I’m thoroughly exhausted, the kind of full-body fatigue I associate with having the flu or jet lag. The nurse said that this was normal and that it might linger for several weeks. The whole thing feels like an awful fever dream. Just last night I was drinking in the Allards’ backyard, toasting our kids, and now I face a road to recovery. I hate that phrase.

“I want to call the police when we get home,” I say as we pull onto our street.

Miguel does not respond.

“Did you hear me?”

“I heard you. If you think that’s the right move.” He pulls up in front of our house and cuts the engine.

“I do. Don’t you? I mean, something happened to me last night, Miguel. I don’t know what but I think the police should be involved.” I unclick my seat belt. “It would be nice if you supported me.”

He takes my hand in his and squeezes it. “I do support you. We’ll call the police, okay?”

Once inside, I curl up in the living room with Kugel at my feet as Miguel makes the call from the kitchen. Ensconced in the sofa’s soft pillows, I feel the pull of sleep. I take out my phone and look at the call log. The last person I spoke to was Yumi, and the call ended at 8:36 last night. A text from her also time-stamped at 8:36 reads:



You OK? Got disconnected. Pls check in.





And my response:



I’m fine. Just going to call it a night. Talk tomorrow.





I have no recollection of either the phone call or sending that text. Maybe I can stop by Yumi’s later and ask her what we were talking about.

“What are you doing?” Miguel asks in a teasing tone. He walks over to the sofa. “You’re not supposed to be on screens.”

“I just needed to check one thing. What did the police say?”

“Someone is coming. But you heard what the doctor said about screens.” There is an edge to his voice that I don’t recognize.

“Why are you being like this?” I ask. “I’m an adult. I can decide for myself. Besides. He said to minimize screen time.”

“You know that’s not what he said, Caren. You’re not thinking straight. Don’t you want your brain to heal?”

He holds out his hand. Every inch of me resists turning over my phone. It feels like an admission of guilt, that I can’t be trusted to take care of myself. And there is something unsettling in the tiny shift in power between us. It’s too reminiscent of a parent confiscating a phone from a naughty child. But another part of me wants to submit. He’s not wrong. I do want my brain to heal. Exhausted by my own internal debate, I relent and hand over the phone. I pull the throw blanket over me, ready for my nap, when the doorbell’s sharp chime echoes through the house.

Miguel slips my phone into his back pocket and looks out the window that faces the front stoop. “That was fast. The police are here.”






SEVEN


Finn stands in the middle of the Allards’ giant kitchen, hands shoved into the pockets of his pants, waiting to be assessed. He was late for the interview after helping that Caren woman back to her house, but Jo Allard didn’t seem to mind, which surprised him. She didn’t seem like the laid-back type. He could hear movement above him, his potential employer searching for the aging Muffinhead somewhere on the second level of the immense house.

“He’s old and sleeps a lot. I’ll be back in a flash,” Jo told him before excusing herself to look for the dog.

Finn takes the opportunity to gather himself. Finding Caren so confused and disoriented like that in front of the Prison House had shaken him. He knew of her and her husband, Miguel, the way he knew of almost everyone in this neighborhood, but her house wasn’t that close to where Autumn lived, so she had never pinged his radar. But there was something so strange about seeing her, dressed for a night out, come out of that house and slip and fall in the mud.

Finn shakes the thoughts of Caren away. He needs to focus. He looks around the kitchen, obviously an addition, with one redbrick wall demarcating where the original house ended. The expansion takes up most of what was once a very large backyard, with so many recessed skylights in the high ceiling that the room is bright even without the lights on.

He walks past a worn farmhouse table to the French doors and stares out at what looks like the remnants of a party. A few Mylar balloons float lazily in the air, not quite deflated but clearly leaking life. A gold garland stretches across the boxwood hedge that separates the lawn from the backyard of the Prison House, which seems to strain angrily at the edges of the property, bullying the Colonials and Capes around it.

“Here we go,” Jo says as she enters the kitchen, cradling a small dog with hair so curly Finn cannot make out his eyes. She’s dressed in mint-green leggings and a sports bra, and Finn notices that Muffinhead wears a matching green bow tie.

“This is Muffinhead,” she says in a baby voice. “Muffinhead, this is Finn.” She bends down to put him on the ground. “He’s going to be your new dog walker.”

Finn crouches, offering his hand for the dog to sniff. “Hey there, Muffinhead.”

The dog ambles over and allows Finn to scratch him behind his ears.

“He’s a sweetie,” Finn says.

“He is. But his bladder is getting worse, and he needs to be walked more often. My son, Van, is still in Europe. He took a gap year to charter a yacht across the Med. Tough life, right? And Eloïse, that’s my daughter, is at lacrosse camp. And I’m running around like a crazy woman getting ready for our trip to France. I’m rarely home during the day.” Jo babbles on, buzzing with the energy of a thousand espressos.

“Happy to help.” Finn stands.

The woman narrows her eyes at him, and Finn feels himself grow uncomfortable. He still doesn’t like to be stared at like this, even though he hasn’t been clocked as trans in almost a year. He can feel his whole body go on high alert, from his tense jaw to his clenched fists. He hates this full-body reaction, prepping for the worst. It used to be what every day was like for him in high school and even his first year of college, before his top surgery. Now when these moments do occur, and they are rare, it makes him realize how far he has come.

“I swear I’ve seen you somewhere,” she says.

Oh God, he thinks, his mind switching immediately from the anxiety of being clocked to the fear of having been seen putting up the flyers. “I work at the library, Little Falls.”

She wags a finger at him. “Oh right! I have seen you there. You’re not from around here, are you?”

“That obvious?” He smiles. He’s safe, for now.

She holds two fingers about an inch apart. “You have just the tiniest bit of an accent.”

“I grew up in North Carolina, but I’ve been here since college.”

“Oh, North Carolina. We love North Carolina!” She makes an exaggerated frowny face. “We don’t get back much now that we have the house in Provence. But we used to spend every summer in the Outer Banks when the kids were little. Southern Shores? Do you know it? Did you get out to the beach a lot growing up?”

“A little.” Finn smiles at the thought of his uncle’s ramshackle house on stilts named Country Time. The stretch of beach he visited as a kid, with its nearby penny arcades and biker bars, may have been in the same state as Southern Shores and its private beaches, but it felt like an alternate universe.

“Where are you from?”

“Oh, a small town outside Fayetteville. I’m sure you’ve never heard of it.”

She chews at her bottom lip. “Fayetteville. That’s kind of in the middle of the state, right?”

He nods.

“Yeah, I’ve been to the mountains—Asheville. I love, love the Biltmore. And the beaches, of course, but the middle? Not so much. Did you go to school there? UNC?”

“No. Like I said, I came up to DC for school.” He doesn’t mention American University, on the off chance that she knows that’s where Autumn attended. He never knows with these suburban moms. Some seem to flit about their days oblivious to the news, while others are obsessed with true crime. He doesn’t know which category Jo fits into. “I graduated a few years ago.”

“Huh, even with UNC as an option? Where did you go?”

“American,” he says as casually as possible. “I got a full ride.” When he was applying to colleges, he knew little to nothing of national rankings. Almost everyone in his high school who was going on to college—and that was two-thirds of the students at most—chose in-state schools. North Carolina had plenty to offer. It was his guidance counselor, Mr. Perkins, who not only let him eat lunch in his office during the worst parts of high school but had also taken the time to explain that with his high grades and the fact that he was the first in his family to attend college, he might qualify for generous aid.

“Well, good for you! Both my kids are heading off to Stanford in the fall.”

“Congrats. Both of them, huh?”

“I know. It’ll be wonderful to have them at the same school. Some of my friends with kids at Yale, Princeton, Stanford.” She waves her hand. “It’s too much. Parents’ weekend is a nightmare. We just had a big party for Eloïse last night.” She gestures to the yard. “That’s why it’s still a mess.”

Jo walks around the island, pointing out Muffinhead’s bowls, where the food and treats are kept, and explaining that he likes his food warmed up just a tad. “Ten seconds in the microwave will do it. Easy peasy. Oh, and only filtered water for him.”

“Of course,” Finn says.

She laughs. “I know. Obvious. But some people…” She shakes her head. “Follow me, I’ll show you where the leash is and give you the code to the door.”

He follows her into a narrow room off the kitchen that boasts four full-length cubbies on one side, painted black, with metal letters spelling out names above—eloïse, VAN, JO, DANIEL. The leash hangs nearby from a hook on the wall.

Jo opens the back door and tells him the code to her house as nonchalantly as if informing a stranger of the time of day.

“I use the same code for everything,” she says. “My son’s birthday. I should probably be more creative.”

He tries it once with success, amazed at the ease with which she’s handed over the virtual keys to her house to someone she’s just met.

“How did you hear about me?” Finn asks once they are back inside.

She frowns. “Somebody, I don’t remember. I’ll have to check my texts. I posted something on the neighborhood Facebook group and someone responded.”

As they walk back to the kitchen, she pauses beneath a large black-and-white portrait. It’s a picture of her, a man, a boy, and a girl on the beach, wind whipping their hair. They are all so tan that their crisp white shirts seem to glow. The beach is empty, a private backdrop provided by nature just for them. “Oh, that was taken at Southern Shores. It was our Christmas card picture when the kids were little, years ago.”

A sadness tints her voice, as if she’s talking about something lost to the mists of time. For a split second, her mask falls and Finn glimpses a deep pain written on her face. Just as quickly, she recovers, clapping her hands together.

“So! What we need is someone to come in Monday and Thursday, midmorning. Does that work?”

“Perfect. My shifts change every week, but I never have to be in at work before eleven, so I could come in around ten, ten fifteen.”

“Would you ever be willing to house-sit? Muffinhead’s traveling days are behind him, I’m afraid.”

“Happy to.” Happier than he wants her to know. His heart thrills at the thought of uninterrupted time in this house. Time to investigate. Could she or her husband be “the neighbor” that Autumn referred to? It’s not the kind of question he can just come out and ask.

“I remember now,” she says, snapping her fingers. “You live with Paula Dunker, right?”

He nods.

“She’s the one who told me about you.”

Finn cocks his head. Funny, his landlady hadn’t mentioned that to him.

A cell phone trills from inside the house. “I’ve got to get that,” Jo says as she rushes out of the mudroom. “Just let yourself out the back door. Pull it tight! And thanks, Finn!”

Left alone, Finn hesitates before leaving. To the right, a small desk in the mudroom serves as a landing spot. The surface is cluttered in an attractive way. Small dishes hold change and keys, while a large wicker basket holds the mail. He doesn’t dare go through it right now or open any drawers, not when she might pop back in at any moment. He doesn’t know what he is looking for anyway. Some sign, some hint.

He pulls out his tarot card, the familiar image of the Star bringing a bittersweet pang to his chest. Autumn gave it to him the day before his surgery. For hope and renewal, she’d written on a sticky note attached to it.

He doesn’t believe in ghosts or communicating with the dead. He doesn’t foster any hope that the universe might deliver some message to him if he only opens his mind. When he used to tell his mom that she needed to be more open-minded, she would laugh and say, “If you’re too open-minded, your brain’s gonna fall out.” Yet he asks the question he’s asked for the past year whenever he steps inside a house in the Eastbrook neighborhood.

Did someone who lives in this house kill Autumn?






EIGHT


I sit on a counter stool, watching as Miguel gets a glass of water for one of the two officers now crowded into our kitchen.

“Anything for you?” Miguel asks, glancing my way.

“A cup of tea, thanks.” I wipe my hands on my pants, feeling the nervous sweat starting to gather. The younger of the two officers, a woman with a tight bun and a stony expression, is standing just out of sight next to the refrigerator, but it feels like judgment emanates from her. I can hear the low hum of her police radio. I see myself through her eyes: old, hysterical, calling the police over nothing. In one word—a Karen. At the far end of the island stands the other officer, a barrel-chested man in his thirties whose fleshy face and large ears remind me of the rubber Richard Nixon mask my father wore every Halloween when handing out candy.

“I’m Officer Jankowski. That’s Officer Lee.” He glances at his partner before opening a small notepad. “You called nine-one-one about an assault. Let’s start at the beginning, Mrs. Costa.”

“We don’t know that it was an assault,” Miguel says, handing him the water glass and placing a steaming mug in front of me. “We called you because we wanted to cover our bases.”

“And the doctor at the ER said it would be a good idea,” I add in a shaky voice.

Officer Jankowski looks confused. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand. You’re not sure if you were assaulted?”

“I may have been.”

“Why don’t we start at the beginning?”

“All right. I was at a party last evening. I remember leaving around eight, but then the next thing I remember it was this morning, and I was blocks away from my house, outside someone else’s house—”

“You had fallen, honey,” Miguel says in a soft tone.

I stiffen. “Yes, that’s true. I slipped in some mud. I don’t remember anything between last night and this morning. I don’t even know where I slept.” The dull, relentless throb of a headache pulses at the base of my skull. I wince as I touch the bruise there, tender and real, proof that something happened last night. “When I woke up this morning, there was dried blood, and we went to the hospital.”

“What did the doctor say?”

“He told us there had been blunt force trauma,” Miguel answers for me. “A concussion. And that Caren was suffering from post-traumatic amnesia.”

Jankowski’s eyes flicker toward me. “Mrs. Costa, did you have anything to drink at this party?”

“Two glasses of wine. That’s it.”

“And a shot,” Miguel adds. “You said you had a shot.”

Jankowski nods appreciatively toward Miguel. “Three drinks, huh? That’s enough for some people to black out.”

“No, I was fine when I left the party.”

“Drugs?”

“The doctor is running a tox screen. To check and see if my drink was spiked.”

The officer shakes his head. “I meant you. Any prescription drugs? Lots of medicines you can’t take alcohol with.”

“No. I’m not on anything.” I press my hand to my temple to try and stop the dull ache blooming there.

“Caren, c’mon. Tell him.”

Out of the corners of my eyes, I glare at Miguel. “What are you talking about?”

“You have a prescription for Ambien.” He turns to the officer. “Caren’s been under a lot of stress. Sometimes she has trouble sleeping—” He stops, shaking his head like he’s embarrassed for me. “Our youngest just graduated. It’s a bittersweet time.”

His indiscretion hits me like a punch to the gut. Yes, there was a time last year—when I was first downsized from work, during all the chaos with Rachel—when I couldn’t sleep and was having panic attacks. But that was last year. I’ve only taken three or four pills this year. “That’s for emergencies. I don’t take it regularly.”

“I get it.” Jankowski nods. “My nephew left for college last year and my sister fell apart. She was a mess.”

“I’m not a mess,” I say.

A knowing smile appears on his pale rubbery lips. “Ambien and alcohol, that’ll do it.”

I shake my head. “No. I didn’t take an Ambien last night. I haven’t taken one in a month.”

“You said you don’t remember last night, so you might have taken one and not remember,” Jankowski reminds me, as if he is the cleverest boy in class. “What do you recall after leaving the party?”

I try to remain calm. I know if I show any emotion, they’ll dismiss me, write me off. “I remember leaving after an hour or so because I wanted to go home and work on the neighborhood yard sale.” I gesture toward the dining room, which is crowded with boxes of donated goods. “I remember thinking I might order food. Maybe Millie’s. But I needed to walk the dog first.”

“And did you make it home? Did you walk the dog?”

“I don’t know. I don’t remember anything after that.”

“Try to recall, can you remember even a tiny detail?”

I try to remember. Flashes of memory flicker in the corners of my mind: the humid air, the buzz of the alcohol, maybe a person approaching? But the more I try to focus on who that is, the more they fade, slipping away. “No,” I whisper. “I feel like I saw—” My voice breaks, and I’m suddenly overwhelmed with the feeling that something was important, something just out of reach.

“What did you see?” Miguel asks gently.

I shake my head. “Sorry, I’m not sure.”

“It’s okay, honey,” Miguel says, stepping closer to rub my back. “You don’t need to apologize. No one’s blaming you.”

Aren’t they? I can feel the officer’s eyes studying me before turning to Miguel. “Sir, where were you last night? Were you at this party, as well?”

“I was out of town. In Rehoboth. I didn’t get back until this morning.”

I use my spoon to strain the tea bag and then place it on the counter. Miguel grabs the tea bag by its little tag and pulls out the drawer next to the sink as if to drop it in the trash. But he doesn’t. He freezes, tea bag dangling in the air, a look of shock on his face.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Did you say you ordered Millie’s last night?”

“No, I said I was thinking about it. Why?”

He reaches into the garbage and pulls out the familiar white-and-blue bag with MILLIE’S in print on the side.

“I didn’t order that.” My body goes cold.

“You mean you don’t remember ordering it.” Jankowski reaches over and rips off the paper receipt stapled to the bag. He holds it under one of the pendant lights and squints at it. “It says one Cliff Road, no cheese.”

“That’s your favorite,” Miguel says.

Jankowski turns the receipt toward me so I can see. “Who’s CJ?” he asks.

“I use the name CJ when I order food.” I can barely get the words out.

“Why?”

I stare at him, speechless. How can I explain that I’d stopped using my real name when I ordered food once Karen became synonymous with a certain kind of woman—hysterical, entitled, possibly racist. I couldn’t take the smirks when I told baristas my name, or the not-so-funny comments like “hope you don’t call my manager.” “CJ is a childhood nickname. My full name is Caren Judith.”

I don’t dare glance at Miguel to see if he’s going to bust me on this little white lie. Although Judith is my middle name, not once in my life has anyone ever called me CJ.

But Miguel is not looking at me. He’s rooting around in the garbage, and my stomach clenches. What else has he found?

He pulls out an empty wine bottle and places it on the granite counter with a thunk.

“Albariño. Your favorite,” he says matter-of-factly.

I stare at the empty bottle. He’s right—albariño has become my favorite wine ever since a night out at the Barcelona Wine Bar last summer. I have several bottles of it sitting in the second fridge in the basement right now. But I didn’t open a bottle last night, much less drink the whole thing.

“I didn’t drink that.” I look from Miguel to Officer Jankowski, whose eyebrows are so arched they threaten to meet his hairline. “I didn’t. I haven’t had a glass of wine all week. I mean, I had two at the party, but that’s it.”

“And the shots,” Jankowski says.

“Shot. I had one shot.” I turn to Miguel. “I did not drink that wine, Miguel. You cannot think I drank that whole bottle of wine.”

“Maybe you split it with someone? Kenya?”

“No.”

“Okay, so who did drink it? The dog?”

I ignore his sarcasm. “I don’t know. Someone was obviously in here. Someone put that empty bottle in the trash.”

Miguel frowns for a moment and his mouth opens as if he’s about to say something. I can almost hear him question the absurdity of my words. It is absurd. Did I really think someone broke in here and put an empty bottle of my favorite wine in the trash? Miguel shuts his mouth, pulls out a phone from his back pocket, and starts typing. It takes me a second to realize he’s using my phone.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“I’m checking to see what time you ordered from Millie’s. Here we go.” He reads aloud from my phone. “‘Fabian your DoorDash driver is approaching at nine forty.’”

“That’s helpful,” Officer Jankowski says. “Now we know you were in the house at nine forty when the DoorDash arrived, took it in, ate it. Maybe you took an Ambien a little while later, before you went to bed.”

“No, that’s not what happened.” A shiver runs down my spine. I grab my phone and read the texts for myself. It’s all there in black and white. “I didn’t order DoorDash. And I would remember eating an entire Cliff Road salad. I would remember taking an Ambien.”

“You don’t know that, mi amor.” Miguel’s voice is gentle. “Remember what the doctor said? You can lose memories from before the trauma, not just after.”

“People sleepwalk on Ambien, did you know that?” Jankowski says. “It’s a real problem. Some even drive. We had a woman in Rockville last year who sleep-drove on Ambien and crashed into her neighbor’s car. Luckily, no one was hurt.” He shuts his notebook.

“Why are you doing that?” I ask. “Closing your notebook?”

“I think we have everything we need.”

“No, you don’t,” I insist.

“Look, if your memory comes back, we’ll be back,” Jankowski says. “Or if the tox screen results come back positive. We’re not closing this—it’s an open investigation.”

But he is closing it. I can feel the shift in the room. I’m just another pill-popping, wine-sloshed, middle-aged Karen in his eyes. Nothing to see here; let’s move along.

“Look, I don’t know what happened last night,” I say, a rushing sound filling my ears. “But I would never take an Ambien if I had been drinking. I am very careful about that.” I grab the bottle of wine and turn it over in my hand, examining the blue-and-gold label as if it might give me answers. “And I definitely did not drink this bottle of wine. I think someone else did. Can we fingerprint this?”

I look up in time to see Miguel and Officer Jankowski exchange a look.

Not an unkind look, quite the opposite. A look of concern. The look of caregivers who have been tasked with handling someone who’s losing their grip on reality, someone who insists that it’s 1985 and Reagan is president.

And it hits me. Officer Jankowski doesn’t believe me, and neither does my own husband.






FOURTEEN MONTHS AGO


Wednesdays were the hardest day of the week for Tori. She was struggling to focus on the patient in front of her, a woman about ten years older than she was and terrified that she was passing her own eating disorder to her daughter.

“She saw me weighing myself for the second time in one day. I didn’t know she was home. I wouldn’t have stepped on the scale if she was.” Tori’s patient brought her fist to her mouth and shook her head.

Tori pushed the box of tissues toward her. By now she knew the signs of someone fighting back tears.

The woman took a tissue and exhaled loudly. “I saw that I had gained almost two pounds. Yes, it was probably water weight. But I cursed. Out loud. Really loud. I didn’t know she was in the hall bathroom. She pushed open the bedroom door and saw me there, naked on the scale.”

After waiting a few seconds for her to continue, Tori asked, “And?”

“She had this look of pure disgust on her face. She said, ‘Mom, didn’t you already weigh yourself this morning?’”

“And how did you handle that?”

“I yelled at her. Something like, Ever heard of knocking? Something my own mother would have yelled at me. But later, when she was out with her friends, I found her diary and she’s been weighing herself too. She’s keeping track. Not just of her weight but of caloric intake. It’s my teenage years all over again.”

“No, these are her teenage years. That’s an important distinction to make. She’s not you.”

“And now she’s obsessed with this guy in school. A senior. He’s rich, popular, goes through girls like tissues. You know the type.”

“It’s good she’s sharing this with you.”

“Ha.” The laugh came out sharp. “I read it in her journal. She doesn’t tell me anything. But I know this boy. He’s the brother of this popular girl who’s basically been torturing my daughter since the fourth grade. A real frenemy type.”

Tori shifted in her seat. “That’s disturbing.”

“Oh, she’s awful. A mini version of her mother—a real bitch. This girl’s known to befriend girls just so she can introduce them to her brother, if you get my drift. And all of a sudden she has her sights set on my daughter. It’s like watching a slow-motion train wreck. But what can I do? I can’t stop them from becoming friends, can I? I can’t tell her that she can’t be friends with this little bitch. My daughter’s not savvy enough to handle girls like that. Trust me, something similar happened to me in eleventh grade.”

“Let’s push back on those assumptions for a minute, okay?” Tori saw some version of this several times a week—mothers so gripped by fear their children would become warped and damaged just the way they had that they overinvolved themselves in their kids’ lives. It was how they justified their hovering and interference.

“I’ve been trying to push back,” her patient said. “I’ve been writing in my gratitude journal, trying to focus on what’s real and not on what could go wrong. But Eloïse’s invited her to sleep over this weekend, and of course, Van—that’s the brother—will be there. Do I forbid her from going?”

Tori froze. Van. Eloïse. It couldn’t be a coincidence. Not those names. This woman had to be talking about the Allard kids. “Umm…”

“Well?” The woman glanced at the clock. Time was up. “Tell me what to do. A bunch of girls are going. She’ll be devastated if I don’t let her. I kind of already said yes.”

“Let her go. But talk to her first. This is a good opportunity to discuss boundaries.”

The woman nodded, satisfied, and stood up. “All right,” she said.

Tori stood up too, hoping to prolong the conversation for just a minute more. “Is it possible you could have a conversation with the mother? Feel things out?”

The woman rolled her eyes. “Believe me, if it were any other mom. But this woman? She’s a real piece of work. I could tell you stories.”

“Yes?” She knew she sounded too eager, but she couldn’t help herself.

The woman frowned. “Don’t you have another patient?”

“Of course.” Tori nodded, chastened. “I’ll see you next week.”

After her patient left the room, Tori could barely sit still in her chair. She knew she was skating very close to the edge of her professional ethics. She should have veered away from the discussion of her landlords, not pursued it. But she was enthralled. The quiet curiosity she’d had about her neighbors now felt urgent. This new information brought them into relief, and it only made her want to know more.

Since she’d moved in, she had watched from her back window, with equal parts jealousy and longing, the domestic scene playing out at the Allard house. In a way, she wanted to be each of the Allards. Not just Jo, the beautiful wife who didn’t work, who had hired help to take care of every mundane task. But also Daniel, with his confidence and European taste—wine on the table every night, strains of classical music carrying across the lawn. Perhaps she was most jealous of Eloïse and Van—of their youth, their good looks and athleticism—and the way their parents seemed to clear any obstacles in their paths, obliterating even the tiniest bumps in the road. What privileged lives they had. Did they even know?

She jotted down the basics of what she had just learned on a yellow pad—Van goes through girls like tissues, Eloïse a mini version of her mother—a real bitch.

She underlined a real bitch three times. She’d be sure to revisit this next week. Try to get as many details as possible. It helped even the score a little in her mind. Sure, she was just a renter who depended on her ex to pay the bills. But maybe her neighbors weren’t so perfect after all.

She closed her agenda and gathered her things. She hadn’t been truthful with her patient. The mom had been her last of the day. Normally on Wednesdays, when Leo was at his dad’s, her mind would spiral with anxiety. But not today. Today her brain had a new chew toy—the Allards. The family was like one of those apples you buy at the grocery store that’s seemingly perfect, but when you bite into the shiny, red skin your teeth sink into a mealy rotten mess.

Autumn was gone by the time she got home, no doubt doing something fun on her night off.

Inside the empty house, Tori poured herself a beer and turned on the radio just to have human voices in the house. As she heated the frozen orange chicken from Trader Joe’s, she had to stop herself several times from leaving the kitchen to check on Leo. He was not here. He was not napping in his big boy bed, or watching Bluey in the living room, or playing with Magna-Tiles. He was at his dad’s and she was alone.

Her mind meandered to her landlady. She wondered if this austere living space reflected Jo’s personality. She was probably just as brittle and hard as the steel and concrete she employed in every room. You didn’t have to be a therapist to guess Jo might be frigid.

After dinner, Tori took the garbage out through the back door, her least favorite chore. As she dragged the garbage into the backyard, she fought the urge to lock the door behind her. This is Eastbrook, she told herself, one of the safest suburbs in America.

The air was scented with blooming lilacs and viburnum, and the sound of laughter carried on the breeze. A backyard party somewhere close. There were always parties in this neighborhood, not to mention friends jogging side by side, chatting as they ran, or older couples taking slow meandering strolls. It felt like the neighborhood was a densely woven fabric, and she a drop of rain that bounced right off, unable to penetrate.

Tori never knew she could be so lonely surrounded by so many people.

Moving into the suburbs without a husband was never going to be easy, but she wasn’t prepared for the way these women would react when they heard she was divorced. The way the other moms stayed away from her and Leo at the playground, as if they could sniff her out as not one of them, a hyena trying to blend in with a herd of graceful impalas at the watering hole. As soon as she grew near, their metaphorical ears flattened against their heads, and their eyes grew wide.

Interloper, interloper, they screamed telepathically to each other.

They were worried that divorce was contagious. And she had to admit they had a right to be. Studies showed that having a close friend who got divorced increased your own chances by 75 percent. The more divorced people you knew, the greater the chances of becoming one yourself.

Tori plopped the trash bag into the can and dragged it along the side of the house toward the front curb. As the wheels hit the lip, they caught, and the heavy can twisted out of her hand. She jumped out of the way just as the can crashed to the street with a loud crack, its contents tumbling onto the asphalt.

“Oh no!” She bent down to examine the mess. The bag was ripped, and the plastic garbage can split along the side. Tears sprang to her eyes as she watched an empty La Croix can roll into the street. She wiped at her eyes and walked back to the house for a heavy black garbage bag and a roll of paper towels.

When she returned, she saw a figure righting the garbage can. A man. She hesitated a moment, a survival instinct kicking in, but when he turned his head, the neighbor’s porch light caught his face. Daniel.

“Hi,” she said, approaching. “You don’t have to do that.”

“Sure I do. I’m the landlord, right? These things are worthless.” He shook the plastic can.

“Now you tell me,” she said.

“I should have gotten you one of the heavy-duty rectangular ones. They sell them at Strosniders.” He held out his hand, gesturing toward the garbage bag. “Let me do that. I have lots of experience. We used to have some pretty resourceful raccoons.”

He took the bag from her and snapped it in the air, opening it wide. It took him mere moments to scoop everything up using the bag like a giant mitten. He tied it up and put it back in the cracked can.

“Wow. You’re, like, what’s that guy’s name? The superintendent from that show with the single mom?”

Daniel shook his head. “Don’t know it.”

Tori snapped her fingers. “One Day at a Time. That’s it. There’s this super that always shows up and helps out. He’s like part of the family. What was his name? I can’t remember.” She knew she was blabbing, trying to keep the conversation going.

“Well, happy to help,” he said.

He was close enough to touch. Close enough that she could see the stubble on his face in the moonlight and smell the mix of cologne and sweat on him. Why did Jo get to have a man like this and she didn’t? A strange urge burned in her, to be seen by this man, to be recognized and reckoned with. To make herself part of the Allards’ world and move from the periphery to the center.

He stepped back and the frisson between them evaporated into the nighttime air. “Don’t hesitate to text if you need anything.” Daniel’s voice was cool, distant. “We’ve got a great handyman.” He turned to go, having reestablished their power dynamics. He owned the house she lived in.

“Schneider,” she called after him. “The super’s name was Schneider.”

Daniel stopped, turned, and gave her a puzzled half smile that made her shrink in embarrassment.

She stood there alone on her street, her humiliation hardening into something sharp. She wasn’t invisible, a nobody. She just needed a way in.






NINE


I wake in a panic in the middle of the night, sure someone else is in the room. It takes a few seconds to orient myself. There is no one here, no one besides Miguel, who is snoring in bed next to me. I lie on my back trying to return to sleep, but I can’t shake the fear that saturated my dreams. With my heart pounding like this, I know I won’t be falling back asleep anytime soon. I open the bedside table drawer and reach for the bottle of Ambien, but then stop myself as I recall the look on Officer Jankowski’s face when he learned I had a prescription. No, no pills. I shut the drawer and get out of bed.

In the upstairs hallway I peek inside Zach’s room. Nothing has changed since he left for UVA two years ago. A vintage Fugazi poster hangs on the wall above his single bed. Next to it is a small bookshelf crammed with everything from Camus to Stephen King, the top shelf piled high with trophies and ribbons from science bowls and cross-country races. I’m happy he found a position this summer in a lab at school doing research on aging, but I miss him.

Rachel’s room also looks how she left it when she rushed out the door for her camping trip. Piles of laundry and books, self-care products and craft supplies litter the floor. Her bed is unmade, her precious koala lying on his back staring at the ceiling.

Their empty rooms echo the strange emptiness I feel.

Although Rachel will be back from her hiking trip on Tuesday, it’s only for a short while. Then she’ll head off to tennis camp to work as a counselor. This is how it will be from now on. I know that from my experience with Zach. I’ll have snatches of time with Rachel, a few weeks here, a month there, but the days of my daughter living here under the same roof as me are gone.

Down on the first floor I pad around to all the doors and windows and check that everything is locked and secure. Sometimes we get careless. On nonhumid days, we leave the windows open to allow a breeze. Or after letting Kugel out, we’ll forget to lock the back door. It was never like that when I was a child growing up in Queens in the eighties. The threat of crime was ever present. I learned to take off my earrings before I rode the subway and to hold my house keys between my fingers in a fist, ready to jab a guy’s eyes out.

But in Eastbrook? I have never felt unsafe. Even after that poor nanny was killed a few blocks away last year. It was a tragedy, of course, but an aberration. Perversely it was the random horror of the act, a girl shot dead in the middle of a robbery, that drove home how safe the neighborhood was.

“It’s so unlike our neighborhood,” people said. “Things like that just don’t happen here.”

I peer out the window at the tranquil street. Nothing. Not a soul out on this night.

I curl up on the couch, pull a throw around me, and drift off into a restless sleep. A few hours later, I wake to the whir of the coffee grinder in the kitchen. I pop up.

I need to get Rachel up or she’ll be late for school.

Once I am standing, I remember—Rachel has graduated. She’s not even in the house. No one needs me to get up. No one needs me to do anything.

“Coffee?” Miguel asks when I appear in the doorway to the kitchen. Without waiting for an answer, he grabs the moka pot from the stove and fills my favorite mug, the one with a photo of Zach and Rachel as toddlers. I watch him whip in the sugar and add steamed milk, just the way I like it, the way his parents used to make it for him when he was a little boy growing up in Union City, a Cuban enclave in northern New Jersey.

He puts the mug on the island in front of where I usually sit.

“I saw you ended up on the couch this morning. Everything okay?”

I lower myself onto a stool and bring the mug to my face to breathe in the rich coffee scent. “I’m just not sleeping well.”

“Did you take an Ambien last night?”

“What?” I put the mug down, annoyed that he’s starting in on me before I’ve even had my coffee. “No. I told you. I don’t take them anymore. That’s how I know I did not take one Saturday night.”

“You don’t know that, mi amor.”

“Actually, I do know it. I’m very careful about not mixing Ambien and alcohol.”

He sighs. “Look, I don’t want to upset you, but what’s the point in having the same conversation over and over? You don’t even remember ordering Millie’s.”

“Because I didn’t! I need you to entertain the possibility I am telling the truth.”

“It’s not about truth, Car. It’s about memory. Memory is very unreliable.”

“I know what I know.”

He holds up his hands in surrender. “Let’s just drop it. In the end, it doesn’t matter. What matters is you healing.”

“But it does matter. If someone came in here—”

“Whoa, whoa.” His grin is sly and disarming. “Slow down. Came in here?”

“Yes. And put that empty bottle of wine in the garbage.”

He stares at me but says nothing. Finally, I break eye contact and avert my gaze, focusing on the red LED clock on the microwave as it changes from 8:03 to 8:04. I don’t want to have this conversation with him, especially not first thing in the morning. How can he not know that I need his full and unconditional support?

Miguel puts a plate of buttered raisin toast in front of me. “You’re not planning to work today, are you?”

“That’s it? That’s all you’re going to say?”

“No,” he says carefully. “What about the support group the doctor mentioned?”

“Why? I’m not going crazy.”

“I didn’t say you were. But you’re talking about people breaking in and planting empty wine bottles. You asked the police to fingerprint it.” He cocks his head. “Have you ever heard the expression ‘if you hear hoofbeats, think horses, not zebras’?”

“Yes, because you say it all the time.”

He grins. “That’s because it’s true. Don’t search for the most outlandish explanation, because the obvious one is usually true.”

“But sometimes it is zebras. Zebras do exist, you know.”

“Do you want me to call your client and tell her you’ve suffered a concussion and won’t be available for a few days?”

“Who, Petula? No, I don’t want you to do that,” I snap. “She already thinks I’m old. I don’t want to give her any excuse to go hire someone else.”

“That’s not going to happen. You’re great at what you do. You’re not going to lose a client because you take a few days.”

I chew on my toast rather than argue with him. Those first grueling three months of applications with no responses, interviews that went nowhere, and networking events that drained me made it clear that I wasn’t going to get a job that paid what I had been earning. I needed to pivot, so I finally launched as a freelance events coordinator just to have something to do. You’d think more than twenty years in the corporate sector as an events planner would count for something, but the jobs I am qualified for are fewer, and no one seems to want to hire an overqualified Gen Xer, especially one who added two spaces after every period on her résumé before she discovered that aged her more than leg warmers. “Petula is already hinting that I’m too old and out of touch. When I took her to an event space a few weeks ago, she started to take the stairs and then said to me, ‘Oh sorry, you probably want to take the elevator.’”

“That doesn’t mean anything.”

“She thinks I’m old! If I tell her I’ve had memory loss, it’ll be like blood in the water. I have to get back to work by the end of the week. Plus, I have a screening interview at the Asher Museum today. I really want that job.”

“Just keep in mind what the doctor said.”

When he kisses me on the top of my head, I try to relax and enjoy the affection, but it’s difficult when I feel this gulf between us. Doesn’t he get it? Bit by bit, my identity is being stripped away. I sit at the island drinking my coffee as the sound of drawers being opened and closed in the upstairs bedroom drifts down. I know he loves me, but I’ve never felt further away from him than I do now.

Over the past few years, we’ve spoken openly about how to reconnect once the kids are gone. We aren’t distant like some couples, but we aren’t like Kenya and Shawn, who can’t keep their hands off each other. No one tells you the toll that parenting takes on a marriage. In theory, now is the time to refocus on us—we are free to travel, I could finally learn pickleball and join the neighborhood team, we could have regular date nights at cool restaurants in downtown DC.

But this morning that vision seems more distant than ever. I feel betrayed by his skepticism. Even if he does harbor doubts about the Ambien or the bottle of wine, I want him to defend me, believe me, or at least try to. Fight for me. After more than twenty years of being a good partner and wife, I deserve as much.

After he leaves for work, I take my own shower and dress. If I can’t get ride-or-die loyalty from Miguel, I’ll have to go somewhere else.



“I believe you.” Yumi raises her coffee cup and smiles. “Of course you’d never take Ambien if you’d been drinking. Duh.”

The words are a balm to me, and I soak them in. Yumi’s screened-in porch sits high in the trees, wrapped in the hum of early summer—the buzz of crickets and back-and-forth of chirping birds. A fan above turns lazily, moving air that smells faintly of newly mown grass and the fresh pot of coffee between us. A blue mug for me, a delicate white porcelain cup for Yumi. Mismatched, but then again so are we in a way.

We met the first week of kindergarten. I was waiting outside the school for Zach to come out, pushing Rachel back and forth in the stroller so she wouldn’t fuss. Yumi had cut through the cliques of chatting moms, a pencil keeping her long hair in a topknot, and made a beeline for me. “Hi, I’m Ryan’s mom. Can Zach come over and play? You guys are welcome too.”

Yumi was my first “mom friend” in the neighborhood, and she is still as direct yet warm as she was that first day that we met fifteen years ago. We’ve seen each other through rough times—Yumi’s divorce and diagnosis of an autoimmune disease, and Rachel’s issues in high school—and celebrated each other’s wins. If there’s one person I could call on a rainy night to ask for help in hiding the body, it’s Yumi.

Now we both sit in our favorite seats as we have over so many years, I on the settee with the striped cushion and Yumi in a wicker chair, legs folded underneath her.

“I told him I didn’t take it,” I say, my voice rising. “And you should have seen the way he looked at me, like—like I was lying. Like I had something to hide.”

“I don’t get it. Why wouldn’t he believe you?”

“I don’t know. I was thinking about that the whole walk over here.” I slip off my sandals and dig my toes into Kugel’s fur. “I mean, I get why he was like that in front of the police. I don’t like it, but I get it. He’s so analytical and logical, and seeing the empty wine bottle in the trash just didn’t make sense to his brain. Fine. But he had time to sleep on it, reflect, and this morning, it was almost worse. Like he had decided for sure.”

“Maybe he’s scared,” Yumi says, shifting the binoculars she uses for bird-watching so she can stretch out her legs and put her feet up on the coffee table. “I mean, he comes back from Rehoboth, you’ve got a concussion. You’re in the ER. Maybe the whole thing freaked him out, and he just wants the most obvious answer because he wants the problem fixed. Because the alternative is too scary.”

“It is scary, isn’t it?” I ask. “I really do think that someone came into my house and put that bottle in my trash.”

“And you’re a hundred percent sure you didn’t drink it?” Yumi asks it gently, but without hesitation. It’s the same gentle firmness she uses as a college coach when she has to let parents know their little Jaxon might not be Harvard material. “You can tell me.”

I shoot her a look. “Of course I’m sure. I would tell you if I did. You know that.”

“I know you would. And the Millie’s takeout?”

I shake my head. “That wasn’t me. I know it in my bones. Don’t ask me to explain how, don’t tell me, ‘Oh you don’t remember Saturday night so blah blah.’ I just know.”

“Whoever ordered the Millie’s would have to be someone who knows you. Someone who knows you use CJ as your name.”

“That’s in my DoorDash account. So anyone who accessed my phone to order a meal…”

“Oh,” she says. “You think someone hacked your phone.”

“They wouldn’t have to hack it if I was passed out. You just need my fingerprint to get in. If I’m lying there unconscious? Anyone could have gotten into my phone. Tell me from your perspective what happened that night.”

Yumi adjusts herself. “All right. I called you and you were walking the dog. You had just left the Allards’ and you sounded tipsy, for sure. You were even slurring your words at one point.” She stops and looks out the screened window for a moment. “I remember you saying that you thought you saw someone or were startled by something? Then the phone went dead. I called you back after a minute, but it went to voicemail. Then I got a text from you saying you were calling it a night.”

I nod, recalling the text that I have no recollection of sending.

“What if someone else sent that text?” I ask. “What if I was unconscious at that point?”

Yumi meets my gaze but says nothing.

“I don’t like feeling like this,” I say at last. “Out of control. Like I can’t explain myself well enough to be believed. Not being able to remember.”

“We’re going to figure this out,” Yumi says. “You’re not alone. I’ll help you.”

I’m so grateful for her empathy, I feel like I could cry. The past few years I’ve become more introverted and less connected to people. We all used to hang out before Covid—Yumi, Kenya, and me and the guys—but since the lockdown, since Yumi got sick, and since our kids grew up and apart, we’ve all splintered. Combine that with the hypercompetitiveness of social media, the problems with Rachel and my career, and sometimes I feel utterly isolated. At least Yumi makes me feel less alone.

“Thank you,” I say. “I mean it. You always say the right thing. Do you remember exactly what I said?”

“I don’t remember the exact words, but I remember your tone.”

“What do you mean?”

“At first, you said they spooked you or something, but then you sounded relieved. So you must have seen someone that you knew. Miguel, maybe?”

I shake my head. I’m about to say, Can’t be, he was in Rehoboth, but I stop myself. I don’t actually know for a fact where Miguel spent Saturday night. He says he came back early Sunday morning, but I don’t actually know that.

And that scares the hell out of me.






TEN


Finn used to tease Autumn about how often she relied on tarot to help her make sense of the world. Problem with a boyfriend? Pull a card. Unsure of what class to take? Pull a card. Can’t decide whether to eat ramen or order sushi? You guessed it, pull a card.

She could spend hours hunched over a spread, looking for shared traits, examining how one card might influence another. Finn has no patience for that. He likes clear systems with right and wrong answers. It’s one of the reasons he loves the library. As a kid, he was fascinated by the letters and numbers on the little white labels that graced the spine of every book in his small town’s library.

Now, as an adult, he often wishes people came with such clear identifiers. Little buttons that tell him who is an introvert, who is prone to political rants, and who he should never under any circumstances ask about their weekend. Sometimes he imagines his own would say simply: FINN. HE/HIM. PLEASE DON’T ASK QUESTIONS.

Right now he could use one of those labels. He can feel the eyes of the little girl with wild red curls boring into his back as he plucks a Percy Jackson book from the shelf to put on hold. She’s been following him from a safe distance for the past twenty minutes as he pulls books. The few times he’s turned to look at her with a friendly smile, she scoots. But Finn’s radar tells him she wants help with a book. Her nanny is of no help. The woman sits on a child-sized chair in the corner of the room, earbuds in, hunched over a phone, ignoring her charge.

Acknowledging the girl face-to-face hasn’t worked yet, so Finn tries a different tactic. “So, Percy Jackson fan?” he asks without looking directly at her. He lets the copy of The Chalice of the Gods drop into her sight line.

“Not really.” Hers is a squeaky little voice, the kind that could get lost if you weren’t listening for it. “I like magic. But I don’t like scary.”

“Hmm.” Finn runs his fingers along the spines of the books as he moves away from the Rs. “What about two friends who discover a pair of magic boots a witch left behind?”

“Maybe.”

He finds What the Witch Left and dangles it by his side, again without turning his head. In his opinion, it’s a classic. Even though it was published in the early 1970s, the story is a timeless one of friendship and both the freedom and the limits of magic. After a few seconds, the book is gone.

He feels like doing a little jig. There is no better feeling than putting the right book into a reader’s hand, especially a kid’s. Moments like this dispel the faint hum of self-consciousness that follows him into public spaces. Kids don’t care if your voice doesn’t match your jawline. Mission accomplished, he moves on, pushing his cart of books that need to go on the reserved shelf toward the front of the library, when Howie Wong appears in his path, eyes wide behind his thick black glasses.

“Finn, there’s a gentleman at the front who says he’s here to see you.” Howie has been at the library for twenty years, knows everything and everyone, and considers anything that happens in the small building to be his business. If the library staff are like an eccentric little family, Howie is the nosy but respected elder. “He looks a little, how shall I put this?” Howie leans forward and whispers, a burst of stale coffee breath hitting Finn full in the face, “Menacing.”

“Does he have one really thick eyebrow that runs across his forehead like a caterpillar?”

Howie jerks his head back, astonished. “Yes, how did you know?”

“Mind if I take ten minutes?”

“Not at all. Do you want me to come with you? For moral support, that is.”

“I think I can handle it. Thanks, Howie.”

“I’m right here if you need me.”

Finn parks the cart against the wall and heads to the front desk, where sure enough he sees the familiar hulking figure of Detective Aziz standing in front of the LIBRARIAN’S CHOICE display. He’s holding the back cover of The Viscount Who Loved Me inches from his face, his glasses pushed up on his forehead. Finn tries to keep his breathing steady. Just because the detective is here doesn’t mean there’s any news about Autumn’s case. In the past year, Aziz has called to update him and let him know that he is still looking into her murder, but he’s never come by.

“Big Bridgerton fan?”

Aziz turns, looking flustered. “Wife is. Not me.” He slips his glasses back into place and quickly reshelves the book. “You have a minute?” Without waiting for an answer, he walks out the front door.

Finn follows him outside, where they sit down as far apart from each other as possible on the wooden bench near the door. Aziz sits with his legs spread wide, and instinctively Finn mimics his body language. It’s a habit he’s had his whole life. One of his first memories is of standing next to his dad at the bathroom sink while he shaved. Finn would wrap a towel around his waist just like his dad did, but instead of a razor like the one his dad used, he’d tape a Lego block to a pen and scrape away the foam on his face.

“How are you doing, Finn? We’re coming up on a year soon.” Aziz looks even more tired than usual, the heavy bags under his eyes more pronounced than the last time Finn saw him. But he might just be getting older.

“I know. I’m all right. Is there anything new?”

“I promised I would reach out to you if we got anything, right?”

Finn nods.

“Well, you know that we collected some blood from the crime scene. From that dresser.”

Finn holds his breath. This is it. The big break he’s been waiting for. He knows all about how whoever killed Autumn sliced their hand on a crack in the corner of a mirrored dresser. They must have been rushing to open all the drawers when they cut their hand, leaving a trace amount of blood.

“Were you able to get a DNA profile off it?” he asks, barely able to get the words out.

“Yup.”

Finn exhales loudly and leans back. This is something. The first new development that he is aware of.

“That’s good news,” Aziz says. “We weren’t sure there was enough blood to get a profile. It was only a few drops. But we did. And we ran it against the profile in our databases. Nothing yet.”

“But you must know something.”

Detective Aziz frowns. “You know I can’t tell you that.”

“Fair enough.”

“But we’ve uploaded the profile to open-access genealogy databases in the hopes of finding first- and second-degree relatives. You probably saw in Virginia a few months ago, they solved a cold case that way. There’s real potential there.”

“That’s great. I mean, it’s the first real new information we’ve had in a long time.”

“I wanted you to know. I promised to keep you updated and that’s why I came.”

“Would it help if you had the DNA of people in this neighborhood, to compare it to?”

Aziz fixes him with dark, hooded eyes. Finn recognizes this as his intimidating stare, and it would be if Finn didn’t know a little about Aziz. That he had a tender heart he tried hard to hide. That he was devoted to his three daughters and kept a picture of Autumn pinned to his corkboard at work to remind him her case was still active. That he stayed in touch with Finn even though he didn’t have to. “Don’t even think about it. I’m serious. I appreciate that you want to get justice for your friend. But do not go around committing felonies, which taking someone’s DNA and testing it without their consent is. Let us do our job.” He juts his chin up. “You’ve stopped that dog-walking stuff, right? You said you would stop.”

Finn made the mistake, months ago, of telling Aziz that he’d done some snooping while dog-walking.

“Of course I stopped.” He can’t meet the detective’s eyes when he tells this lie, so he stares at the ground. “And I wouldn’t collect people’s DNA without their knowledge. But people throw things away. Straws, bottles, tissues. All kinds of things have DNA on them.”

Aziz curses under his breath. “Don’t make me regret telling you about this. We’ll catch whoever did this. Criminals screw up, that’s what they do.”

Finn knows the detective thinks that Autumn was killed in a robbery gone wrong.

“It wasn’t a burglary. It’s one of the neighbors.” That gut instinct is a certainty honed by years of reading rooms for safety. It means he can spot what others miss.

Aziz makes an expression that’s halfway between a smile and a grimace. “Have you thought about moving out of the neighborhood, Finn? Moving on with your life? Is this what your friend would want for you?”

Finn shrugs and looks across the parking lot at the thick stand of trees that separates the lot from the local middle school. From far away he can hear the shouts of kids playing, the occasional whistle. The familiar sounds of weekend soccer matches. The message from the universe is loud and clear. Everyone is living their lives, moving forward. He’s stuck, unable to get past Autumn’s death. And the answer is a resounding no, she would not want this for him.

“Let’s say you’re right,” Aziz says, “just for shits and giggles, that it is one of the neighbors. Why do you want to live with these people? You’re young. You have your whole life ahead of you. Move on, Finn.” Aziz stands up and shoves his hand deep into his pocket, and in doing so, reveals his holstered gun. Finn stares at the gun, which reminds him that Aziz is the detective, not him. He has the badge, the gun, the temperament, and the training.

It’s just so hard to let go.

“Take it easy, Finn.” Aziz nods at him before getting into the unmarked sedan parked in front of the bench. “I’ll be in touch if anything else develops. But think about what I said. Think about leaving this neighborhood.”

Finn scrunches his face up as if he is already deep in thought. As if he will take this under serious consideration. But the detective’s news about the DNA has the opposite effect on him. He’s already brainstorming ways he can use this new knowledge to help catch Autumn’s killer. The detective may be a pro, but Finn has something going for him that Aziz doesn’t.

He’s an insider here. Just another unassuming Eastbrook neighbor.






ELEVEN


On the way back from Yumi’s, I start to feel lightheaded. As a pulsing sensation squeezes my temples, I stop at the corner and lean against a wooden fence post, trying to steady myself while Kugel buries his nose in a patch of liriope.

Maybe I did too much, walking all the way to Yumi’s. It didn’t seem like an exertion, but there’s no getting around it: I am wiped out and a headache is coming on.

The post I am leaning on is part of a white picket fence, and even in my dizzy state I can’t help but note the irony. Since we moved into this picture-perfect neighborhood close to twenty years ago, I’ve learned the hard way that money cannot solve all the problems life throws at you. These perfect houses behind picket fences often hide ugly realties. Chronic illness, infidelity, substance abuse. I thought I had seen it all in my two decades living in Eastbrook. Now I can add my own strange experience.

“Caren, you okay?” I look up to see Shawn walking toward me. I’ve known Shawn for years, had dinner with him and Kenya dozens of times, attended the same neighborhood parties, but we’ve never really connected past a surface-level friendship. He’s smooth and fluid, both in his professional life as a successful architect and in the neighborhood, where he’s seemingly everywhere—at pickup basketball games, fixing up the pool on handyman day, running the grill at the Labor Day cookout. He’s smart and witty, but he suffers from a common DC syndrome—his intense eyes perpetually scan the room for someone more interesting than me to talk to.

“Do you need some water?” he asks, homing in on me with an intensity that makes me uneasy.

“I’m okay.” I straighten up. “Just felt dizzy there for a moment.”

“That can happen after a concussion.”

I blink. “How did you know about the concussion?”

“Oh, I saw Miguel this morning on his way to work. He told me you fell and hit your head after the party Saturday night.”

I nod, taking this in. Normally the close-knit atmosphere is one of my favorite things about this neighborhood, but this makes me feel strangely suffocated. Although Eastbrook is right outside the nation’s capital, it often feels like a small English village where everyone is connected in some way and news travels fast. Washington is a transient city, but many people move into Eastbrook and stay. If someone is diagnosed with cancer, it is only a matter of hours until a meal train is established. But this feels different, like my story is being rushed to press without all the facts.

“I’d better get home.” I tug at Kugel’s leash, suddenly so exhausted I feel I might have to lie down right here in the liriope.

“Did Kenya call you?” Shawn asks, ignoring all my cues that I want to get going. “She wants to make sure you know she’s here and that you don’t let the whole yard sale thing get in the way of your recovery.”

I bet she does, I think. It’s an ungenerous thought, but I know that Kenya’s probably worried my health issues will throw our timeline off track. Kenya’s not the type to let a little concussion get in the way of the Eastbrook Annual Summer Yard Sale. “Not yet. But I’m sure we’ll talk later today.”

“We can’t drink like we used to, am I right?” He smiles, his deep dimple appearing in his cheek.

“I’m not sure what you mean.” But I do know what he means. The same thing the police officer meant. I feel powerless to stop this narrative from spinning around. “Is that what people are saying?”

“It’s cool, Caren. We’ve all been there.” His response contains a multitude of meanings. The casual, intimate tone hints that we are close enough to be honest. The word choice tells me he thinks I drank too much and can’t face that.

I bristle. “I wasn’t drunk.”

“All right, calm down. Don’t shoot the messenger.” He holds up his hands, his tone teasing and light.

“I am calm,” I say, but I am seething. We say our goodbyes and part, heading in different directions.

Back at the house, I feel like it’s all I can do to get to the sofa and lie down. I’m not normally a napper, but I fall into a deep sleep. It’s almost two hours later when I am dragged out of sleep by the buzzing of my phone. I roll over, ignoring it, but a moment later it rings again. I see it is Miguel calling and answer. If I don’t, he might get worried.

“Hey,” I say, my voice groggy with sleep.

“What are you doing?” he asks. “Are you okay? You didn’t answer your phone.”

“I was napping.”

“Have you been outside yet today?”

“Yup. I took Kugel to Yumi’s this morning, but I got dizzy, so I came home to rest.”

“I’ve been reading up on concussions and what to do. The most up-to-date studies show that rest lasting longer than two days can actually hinder recovery. Listen to this.” He clears his throat. “‘Moderate physical activity within the first week of a concussion, even on the first or second day, actually speeds recovery time and lessens the chances of developing post-concussion syndrome.’”

“Oh great, another syndrome.”

“Did you hear what it said about activity?”

“What do you want me to do? Go play pickleball?”

“No, I’m just saying don’t lay on the couch all day. At least walk around the house, the yard. Keep on your feet. Maybe try another walk this afternoon. Don’t go far but don’t be sedentary.”

“Got it.” I roll over on my back and stare at the ceiling, my eyes focusing in on a tiny bit of Blu Tack left over from when I hung a paper moon and stars for Rachel’s tenth birthday.

“I’m worried about you.” Miguel sighs loudly. I can picture him at the office, seated at his desk, the watercolor of Nats Park I gave him for his birthday hanging on the wall behind him. And I can picture the creases of concern on his face.

“I’m getting up now.” I sit up. “I’m going to do some burpees.”

“Funny.” I can hear the smile in his voice. “I’ll grab something for dinner on the way home.”

I drag myself to the kitchen. It’s almost one thirty, and even though I’m not hungry, I make a turkey sandwich. I nibble at it while walking through the dining room surveying the evidence of the half-finished yard sale preparations. There’s still so much to do. Shawn said that Kenya would be reaching out. It would be the obvious move, to turn it all over to Kenya. But I don’t want to. Is it so bad, as Yumi always points out, that I get meaning from doing these types of events? What else am I supposed to derive meaning from now that I no longer have the same career, and now that my kids are gone? No, I’m not giving up the yard sale. Even with a head injury, I’ll figure it out.

I sit at the dining room table, open my laptop, and go straight to the neighborhood Facebook page. Just thirty minutes of screens, I tell myself. That’s allowed. I can almost hear the voices of Miguel, Yumi, Kenya, all telling me this is a bad idea. That I should rest and recover, that it’s time to let go.

An alert buzzes in the corner of my screen, and for a moment I panic that Yumi or Miguel has magically divined I’m on screens and is calling to yell at me. My cursor hovers over the notification as I read it. It’s the screening call for the job at the Asher Museum in DC. I panic. I have forgotten completely about this appointment with the director of operations, Mara Perez. In my nervousness, my finger jumps. I click Join and before I can undo it, a woman’s face fills the screen.

“Caren, hi. Good to see you. I was hoping we had the time right.”

I glance at the time on my screen. The call was supposed to start eight minutes ago. My own image stares back at me, disheveled, no makeup, dark circles and sallow skin, my hair in a messy bun.

“Oh, hi, Mara,” I say, shifting the laptop slightly so the boxes from the yard sale are not in the background. I want this job. I need this job. It’s the first real bite I’ve had in eight months.

“Is this a bad time?” she asks, her irritation shimmering through her professional veneer. “I thought we agreed on one thirty.”

“No, this is perfect.” I contemplate trying to reschedule, but I don’t dare. The hundreds of résumés and emails I’ve sent out over the past year are testament to how hard it is to get even a screening interview at my age. I can’t blow this. I take a deep breath and smile. I can do this.

“So, tell me your story, Caren. What brought you to the events planner position at the Asher Museum?”

“My story?” I repeat, playing for time.

“Yes, what made you interested in this world?”

“Well, I’ve been in events planning since right out of college. My first job was—”

“Sorry to interrupt, but I have your résumé in front of me. Can you give me the high-level summary of your work experience?”

“Sure, of course.” Sweat breaks out on my back. I am blowing this in real time. I know how to do this, but I didn’t prepare, and I can’t seem to access the part of my brain where this language is stored. “I’ve learned in my last three roles doing the business development piece of event planning that it’s really my sweet spot.” I continue on this track for a few minutes, offering up gibberish sprinkled with jargon while saying absolutely nothing, watching as her eyes glaze over.

“Are you working right now?” Mara asks in a steely voice.

The question pierces me, embarrassing me. I feel shame for not working, even though I know it’s not my fault. “I’m freelancing at the moment.”

“How many clients do you have?”

One. I have one. But I can’t bring myself to say that.

“Several.” My eyes flit to my emails, unread since Saturday. One in particular catches my eye, an email from Sunday with the subject line URGENT.

I click on it. The sender is Holly Stone, a name I recognize from the neighborhood. It takes a second, but then I place her as a young mom who lives a few blocks over. I feel nauseated when I see the ALL CAPS message, as if Holly is in my dining room, screaming at me. I remember her clearly now. I once witnessed her yelling at some workmen who were replacing the water main on her street. Their digging was preventing her from parking her Yukon directly in front of her house.

Now she is yelling at me across the internet. The back of my skull begins to throb. I don’t need this, not now.

“Caren, can you hear me?” Mara asks.

“Yes, yes, sorry. Can you repeat the question?”

Mara squeezes out a grim smile. “I was asking about the nature of the clients you have now. Corporate? Nonprofit? Private?”

But I’m too swept up in the email to answer.

THAT’S MY BRACELET!!

IT WAS STOLEN LAST YEAR IN A BURGLARY AND I WANT IT BACK!!!!!

Below that is a photograph of a gold bangle with a small gold heart affixed to it.

I close the email, my pulse racing. I recognize the bracelet. It’s one of the pretty gold bangles I posted to the Facebook yard sale page the other night. Apparently, it was stolen. But that’s not what makes my heart pound. It’s how that particular bracelet ended up in the yard sale. I had found it at the bottom of a plastic bag of Rachel’s items destined for Goodwill. Before donating the bag, I decided to search through it in case there might be a few items that would be good for the yard sale. I remember being pleased when I pulled out the bracelet. Quality. Worth something, not a fortune, but certainly yard sale material.

“So I really want to thank you for your time today,” Mara says, her crisp voice slicing through my thoughts.

“What? Oh yes, thank you.”

“We’ll be in touch about the next steps,” she says. “Should there be any.”

The call goes black. There won’t be any next steps. I blew it. Weeks of angling for this interview blown in a few minutes. I had planned to spend Sunday prepping for the interview, but the concussion scuttled that. I’ll deal with the fallout later. Right now, all I can think about is the gold bracelet.

I grab my phone, trembling.

Maybe I’m remembering wrong. Maybe I have things mixed up. I pray this is a misfiring of my brain, a scrambling due to the concussion.

I open my photos app and begin scrolling through the thousands of pictures on my camera roll. One day I plan to cull them, to create organized albums and thematic photo books, but I never seem to find the time. I slow down my scrolling when I get to last December’s photos.

There it is, the one I was thinking of.

A picture of Rachel looking radiant at the Kennedy Center last winter when we went to see The Nutcracker, as is our yearly ritual.

She’s smiling, arms crossed in front of her body.

And dangling on my daughter’s wrist is the gold bangle.






THIRTEEN MONTHS AGO


A spring storm had dislodged a large branch from the maple tree in the Allards’ yard, sending it onto Tori’s roof, where it hung precariously like a loose tooth that might fall at any moment. Branch might be too weak a word, Tori decided. It was more like a limb. At least five feet long, thick and gnarled. And when the wind blew, it swayed, threatening to dive onto her back patio.

It wasn’t safe. Tori knew that much. Autumn had said that she didn’t want to go out in the backyard with Leo until it had been removed. She had made that comment after Tori had done nothing about the dangling limb for a full day.

“Are you going to call your landlord about the branch?” Autumn had asked on Friday when Tori came home from work. “Because it’s really dangerous.”

“Oh, yes,” Tori had lied. “They’re sending someone this weekend.”

“Oh good.” Autumn was clearly relieved. “I was worried you were just like waiting for it to fall.”

After Autumn had left that Friday for the weekend, and her ex had picked up Leo, Tori had curled up in her bathtub with a bottle of wine and cried. She was not a good mother. She didn’t know things that other people knew. She needed a twenty-two-year-old to tell her that she was endangering her own child. The next afternoon, after the rain had died down, Tori put on boots, grabbed a rake, and went out to the backyard to see what she could do.

She was not a handy person. Her ex was just as bad. When they had lived together, it was in a modern luxury building on the edge of Kalorama, a building that had its own doorman, gym, and even a tagline: Where prestige meets panache. Between the two of them they had owned one Phillips-head screwdriver.

Help was only a phone call away. Daniel had come to her rescue a few weeks ago—so why did she hesitate to call him?

She knew why. She wanted them to be social equals. Friends, if you could be friends with someone else’s husband. She didn’t want to constantly remind him that she was a renter, or even worse, that she wasn’t the one signing the rent checks, her ex was. It was all so embarrassing.

Still, she couldn’t risk endangering Leo, so she shot Daniel a cheery text about the tree limb.

In the front of the house, the small patch of grass that passed for the front yard was covered in a carpet of twigs and fresh green leaves, blown down by the wind. She focused on raking a pile of fallen twigs and leaves. It was hard work. Everything was wet and clung to the tines of her rake.

She was so absorbed in her task that she didn’t see the car pull up in front of her house, nor did she see Daniel get out and pull a trash can from the trunk of his SUV.

It wasn’t until he was rolling the can up her walkway that she looked up, startled, and took in what was happening. He truly was her Schneider. He had come back. Tori was so touched, she felt tears spring to her eyes. “You bought that for me?”

“No big deal.” Daniel shrugged off her gratitude. “I was at Home Depot. I noticed on trash day you still had the cracked one.”

“I didn’t get around to replacing it.” She knew that the combination of her bright smile and wet eyes must look odd. He was going to think she was nuts. She couldn’t think of a more thoughtful gift she’d received any time in her life. She pictured him at Home Depot, walking through the wide aisles as he stopped and thought of her. She existed in his mind. The thought was like a drug to her.

He frowned. “You okay?”

“Sure, I think it’s the pollen.”

“In May?”

“I’m just overwhelmed with the storm cleanup. A branch landed on my roof. Did you see my text?”

He shook his head no. “Show me.”

She took him into the back, where he assessed the situation and told her to sit tight. Less than fifteen minutes later, he had returned and was propping a metal extension ladder against the back of her house and climbing it.

She wasn’t going to deny that the view was good. Seeing a strong, sexy man mount a ladder without hesitation. This was what Leo needed—a strong man to emulate, not a narcissist, like her ex, who only thought about himself.

“Move out of the way!” The command came from the roof, and Tori scurried to the far end of the property. Daniel heaved the limb, which went flying like a missile onto the concrete, splintering into pieces.

Tori clapped her hands together like a little girl who just saw a magician make a beautiful woman disappear. “Yay! Thank you so much!”

Once he had climbed down, he examined the wreckage strewn across the patio. “Now we have to get rid of this thing.”

For the next half an hour, she served as his helper as he sawed the large branch into smaller bits, which she carried out to the lawn-and-leaf bin.

It was dark by the time they finished. It was getting dark later these days. Just like the tulips pushing out of the ground, she felt something within her awaken and push forth. Then she caught herself. This was a married man, a father. Surely he would head for home now, to his wife, his children, his dog.

Was it so wrong that she wanted him to stay, even for just a little while longer?

“I should have moved into an apartment when I got divorced,” Tori said, twisting a lock of hair around one finger. She didn’t need to tell him that her ex had picked this place out, had rented it in his name, and was paying for it. He knew. “I thought by moving into a brand-new house that I wouldn’t run into any problems, but I feel like there’s a new problem every week. And I literally don’t know what to do. It’s just me and sometimes it’s so overwhelming. Sorry, I’m rambling. I’m just out of sorts when my kid isn’t here. And I’m all by myself.”

“What kind of things are going wrong in the house?” he asked. “Jo thinks of everything. This was her pet project.”

Tori winced at the mention of Jo. Jo, who was out the door each day at the crack of dawn in some color-coordinated athleisure wear, off to some class to sweat away that one extra pound. Jo, who didn’t lift a finger all day as workers tramped in and out of the house, cleaning her toilets, trimming the hedges, even washing that damn dog in a mobile grooming van. “Where to start?” Tori asked brightly. “My folding door that hides the washer-dryer is off the track. I’ve tried getting it back on the track, but it’s really heavy.”

He held up a palm. “Say no more. Let me take a look at it.”

“Really? I mean, it’s Saturday evening, I’m sure you have better things to do.”

“Believe it or not, I don’t. I’m on my own this weekend. I’d just be at home watching the Nats, drinking a beer.”

“Well, if you don’t mind.”

Once inside, she watched as he stretched his arms to wipe the sweat from his face and his T-shirt rode up, revealing a treasure trail of hair leading down to the waistband of his jeans. A lump formed in her throat. Funny how her taste in men had changed over the years. She used to like them pretty, like her ex, with his long eyelashes and full lips. Now that she was a mom, she found herself drawn to more masculine guys. She led him into the laundry room and watched as he fixed the door in less than five minutes.

“Easy,” he said, opening and closing the doors.

“You deserve a beer for all your hard work,” she said. “I also have some leftover grilled chicken salad. Homemade.” She didn’t mention that Autumn had made it, that she herself had never grilled a chicken in her life.

An hour later they were on the sofa in the living room, dirty plates on the coffee table and soft music coming through hidden speakers in the ceiling. It wasn’t lost on her that his wife was the one who had designed the seamless sound system. Designed the whole room, in fact. It felt subversive and exciting to be enjoying Jo’s pet project with her husband.

Tori drank from her third beer. She was feeling it, and the conversation had started to get real.

“I thought he would change once we were married. Stop staying late at the office, be more attentive, kinder,” Tori said. “And then again when I was pregnant, and again when I gave birth. I kept thinking the next life stage would change him, make him a family man, but it never did. He just got worse.”

“Funny. I have a similar but opposite experience, if that makes sense.” He put his beer bottle down and leaned back. “I’ve been married more than twenty years, but sometimes I don’t recognize my wife at all. You say your husband never changed. Well, my wife changed dramatically. We used to have a more simple life. But money changes people.” He paused and looked down. “Sorry.”

“Why are you sorry? I told you about my ex. Sometimes you need someone to talk to.” Tell me more, she wanted to yell. How had Jo changed? She was dying to know. It was impossible to imagine her landlady as anything other than the wax figurine of a power wife she was now. “It can get lonely in the suburbs.”

“You’re really easy to talk to, you know. I haven’t done this in a long time, just sit and talk. Listen to music. This reminds me of being young. I miss that feeling. Do you know what I mean?”

She nodded. “I do, like you’re at the beginning of your life and anything could happen.”

“Exactly.” He sat up, as if just remembering something. “I apologize. I shouldn’t—”

“Don’t. You don’t need to apologize for anything. You can say anything to me, and I won’t judge.”

He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “I better get going.” But he didn’t.

“I think you’re amazing. Warm and smart and kind and really handy around the house.” She knew men liked to hear words like this, and they came tumbling out from somewhere deep and unconscious.

He cocked his head and looked at her.

Tori touched the edge of his T-shirt sleeve. “And very sexy.”

His dark brown eyes held her gaze for a moment, and she could even see through the fog of alcohol that they were teetering on the precipice of something. The little monsters in her head screamed, Do it, do it! The desire she saw in his eyes intoxicated her, flooding her senses. She wanted to be washed away by what was in those eyes.

Tori leaned in to kiss him, and her lips met with his. Leaning into the kiss, she let her hand rest on his thigh, giving it a light squeeze. As soon as she did, he yanked his head back.

“What are you doing?”

Baffled, Tori let out a nervous laugh. But there was no mistaking the look on his face—it was one of revulsion. He stood up abruptly.

“I better go.” He grabbed his phone off the table.

“Are you angry?” Tori stood as well. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you. I just thought…”

“Angry? No.” His eyes danced around the room, unable to meet hers. “You misunderstood. I said yes to dinner because you seemed so lonely, so sad. I felt sorry for you.”

His words were like a smack to her chest, making her breath catch. “You felt sorry for me?”

“You couldn’t possibly have thought…” A small smile played on his lips. He brushed imaginary dust off his pants. “A man like me? With someone like you? C’mon.” He let out a light laugh. “Ridiculous.”

As soon as she heard the door shut, Tori collapsed onto the sofa, her whole body trembling, in shock. Had she imagined their chemistry? Or was it some kind of sick joke on his part? The change had been so abrupt, the transformation so complete, that she was reeling. She sat frozen, her chest aching, like when she held her breath too long underwater. If she opened her mouth to breathe, she was sure she would die. If she just stayed still, maybe the tsunami of shame would pass by. She pictured Daniel recounting this story to Jo, to his friends. A funny little anecdote, with her cast as the desperate, lonely divorcée who tried to seduce him. How they would all laugh. How amusing they would find it. The monsters in her head chatted away. You’ll be the laughingstock of Eastbrook, a running joke.

She held her hands to her ears to block out the noise.

No. She wasn’t going to be anyone’s punch line. If only there was a way to hit first.






TWELVE


“You been staying off screens?” Kenya places a wicker basket of berries, chocolates, and nuts wrapped in cellophane on my kitchen counter. “This is for snacking. I got your favorites, chocolate-covered orange slices and honey-roasted pistachios.”

“You’re sweet,” I say. Kenya is sweet. Sometimes I forget that behind her hard-charging façade is a fiercely loyal friend. She so seldom lets her vulnerable side show.

“When Noah had a concussion, he was not allowed on any screens.”

I frown. “I don’t remember Noah having a concussion.” I texted Kenya as soon as I saw the email about the bracelet, and she showed up twenty minutes later, basket in tow. It must have been waiting by her front door, unless she kept a closet full of them for cases just like this.

“Two years ago, on our trip to Martha’s Vineyard?” She looks at me, miffed. “He slipped on the dock. Don’t you remember?”

“Yes, of course. I’m sorry, Kenya. I’m having trouble remembering where I slept last night, much less what happened to other people two years ago.” It’s a feeble attempt at humor, and Kenya looks appalled. She may be a high-powered headhunter, but her number one client is Noah. He’s an only child and a good kid. He, Rachel, and Eloïse made a threesome in kindergarten at Eastbrook Elementary School and stayed a little trio, all the way until middle school when Noah suddenly realized he didn’t want to hang out with girls. By then Kenya and I had been class parents together for four of the six elementary-school years. Noah’s always been an easygoing kid, happy to be bossed around by Rachel and Eloïse, and was solidly middle of the pack in terms of looks, brains, and athletic ability. Which would be fine in lots of places in America, but in the high-stakes realm of Bethesda, kids who haven’t founded their own cancer-research nonprofit by the time they enter high school might as well make peace with sleeping under a bridge in a cardboard box.

“He’s okay now, right?” I ask.

She nods tersely. “It takes a while to recover. He couldn’t play soccer that fall. I’m surprised you don’t remember. We were worried it would tank his chances at recruitment.”

“Well, I had a lot going on fall of junior year.” Transferring Rachel from public to private, trying to get her grades back up.

“Oh right.” She makes a face. “Rachel. That makes sense.”

We let that lie there for a minute, although I feel like Kenya is tempted to compete with me even about this—which of our kids had a rougher junior year.

She cranes her neck toward the dining room table. “You’ve done a lot.”

“I just need to get the rest of these photographed and priced.” I get up and walk into the dining room, and Kenya follows.

She stops in front of my open laptop. “You’re not supposed to be on screens, Caren. That includes taking photos and uploading them to Facebook.”

I force a smile. All of a sudden I am reminded of a Boy Scouts meeting years ago when Kenya, the troop leader, made one of the other mothers cry for forgetting to bring the baby carrots on a hike.

“I thought maybe I could get a neighborhood kid to do it,” I say.

She chuckles. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

She looks at me like I’m nuts. “You can’t just learn how to do this in an afternoon. It’s taken us years to perfect our process.” She sighs dramatically. “I’ll just do it all.”

I bristle. I’m not useless. “I got this. I’ll let you know if I need help.”

Kenya cocks her head and looks at me with pity. “Caren, what happened the other night? Shawn and I are very concerned.”

“What do you mean?”

“He saw you struggling on the street—”

“I wasn’t struggling. I was taking a breather.”

“People are saying things.” She shrugs. “I mean, people are wondering. Yumi told me she’s had to delete some inappropriate comments on the Facebook page.”

“She didn’t tell me that.”

“She probably doesn’t want to upset you. None of us do. We love you. Everyone loves you. But the Frosts, you know them? Kevin Frost and Shawn play racquetball together. He said he saw you walking home after the Allards’ party and you almost fell. He said you were pretty drunk.”

“I stumbled, but not because I was drunk.” The couple that was parking comes to mind, the pink-faced man in his equally pink polo helping me when I misstepped. “It’s because I was wearing really high heels. And I didn’t have my glasses.”

“You only had one shot, right?”

“Yes, I only had one shot.” I think of the ER and the tox screen that will be coming back in a few weeks. “It has occurred to me that maybe there was something in it. You know, maybe someone put something in my shot.”

“What?” She guffaws. “I mean, there was alcohol in it.”

“I’m saying that maybe it was spiked with something else.” My heart is picking up speed. “What’s that date rape drug called? Rohypnol or something?”

Kenya bites down on her lip a moment, eyes wide as if it’s taking everything in her power not to burst out laughing. Finally, she takes a deep breath and gives me a toothy smile. “So, you think someone spiked your citronelle shot.”

I ignore her condescending tone. “I don’t know. Maybe it was my wine they spiked.” Now that I hear the words out loud, it resonates with me. It fits. Why I felt so loopy. “I feel like it explains a lot. Maybe it was an accident. Maybe it was meant for someone else.”

“I’m just … I’m sorry, I’m trying to understand what you are saying.” She cocks her head to one side and screws up her face in the pantomime of a puzzled woman. “You think one of our neighbors spiked a shot at the Allards’? Which you took, but it may or may not have been for you? Am I getting that right?”

“I guess, yeah.”

“Oh, Caren, sweetie.” She takes a step closer and rubs my arm. “Oh, honey. I know exactly what’s going on. I feel the same way about Noah leaving. Like my whole world is disintegrating. I literally just signed Shawn and me up for ballroom dancing classes. Can you believe it? Over at Glen Echo. And while I was on their website, I also signed up for a beginning watercolor class. I mean, what are we going to do with ourselves now that our kids are gone? I’ve been, like, sobbing at random times.”

“That’s not what this is.” I pull away from her caresses, which are creeping me out.

“Isn’t it, though? You’re not working right now, and that can be brutal on your self-esteem. And with Rachel leaving, no wonder you’re floundering. You will rediscover yourself. I promise.” She brings a hand to her chest, and I almost expect her to say, Cross my heart. “There’s a Caren 2.0 in there somewhere. Don’t be embarrassed to—”

“I’m not embarrassed,” I interrupt.

“I’ve been drinking more too,” she continues in a quiet voice, as if I said nothing. “It’s normal to have a little bit of a meltdown at this stage in life. But it’s not healthy, you know, to indulge in these crazy conspiracy theories.”

“Okay, that’s enough. If you’re trying to make me feel better, you’re not.”

“Oh, but I am! Don’t be mad! Combining the empty-nest stuff with perimenopause, it’s like we’re all losing our collective minds!”

I take a step back and bump into the sideboard. My grandmother’s china, which I only use on Thanksgiving, rattles inside. I do feel like I’m losing my mind. But not for the reasons Kenya is listing. Yes, facing what life is like without my kids is tough. But I’m not hallucinating. “Let’s just deal with the email I got, all right? We need to do something.”

“Of course, that’s why I’m here. To help. Who is this woman?”

“You know her. Holly Stone. She lives on Baltimore and she’s always jogging, pushing her kid who’s too big to be in a stroller, like, four times a day?”

Kenya makes a face. “Holly Stone. Oh yeah. I’ve had a few run-ins with her.”

“Have you?”

“She thinks she got short shrift on the pool waiting list.” Kenya waves her hand. “It’s dumb. Go on.”

“I got a crazy message from her about the yard sale. She said that something on the website was stolen.”

Kenya shrugs. “So? That’s not the first time, right?”

“Well, no. That’s true.”

“People drop all kinds of things off during the donation period. It’s total chaos. She’s not the first person to spot something on the website that was stolen. Remember last year we had that scooter that had been taken from somebody’s front yard?”

“I remember.”

“The rules are, if she can show proof of ownership, we’ll return it. That’s the policy. It’s on the FAQ page. Did you tell her that?”

“No. I didn’t.”

“Why not? What’s the issue?”

Kenya’s questions come rat-a-tat. It’s obvious what makes her such a successful headhunter. Organized, relentless, indefatigable. But I’m wiped out from Kenya’s high-octane energy.

“Caren, what’s going on?”

“I found the bracelet in Rachel’s room,” I blurt out, my defenses depleted. “Or I should say I found it in a big bag of clothes she was going to donate to Goodwill. I looked through it to see if there was anything we could sell at the yard sale, and I found a few things, including the bracelet.”

“Okay. I don’t follow.”

“The bracelet is stolen, Kenya. So how did Rachel get it? I’m scared to even think.”

“You can’t think she stole it.”

“No, I don’t think that.” What do I think? That the fall of junior year was a disaster for Rachel. She started spending all her time with Eloïse and her clique. Sometimes she would break curfew or come home drunk. There were fights between us, slammed doors, horrible words screamed in the heat of the moment.

And then, right after homecoming, Rachel had a falling-out with Eloïse. She never told me what it was all about, but she changed. She stopped turning in assignments, became sullen and withdrawn, hiding in her room under her covers every day after school.

I felt I was losing my daughter to something dark. I didn’t sleep at night. That’s when I got the prescription for Ambien. Parents told me ominous stories about girls who got off track in high school and became suicidal, or drug addicts.

It culminated in her refusing to go to school the last few weeks of the semester. We took her to see a therapist. Rachel begged us to let her finish high school in a smaller environment, to leave the chaos of her large public school. The therapist she was seeing agreed a smaller, more nurturing school could help.

We were lucky. We were able to make the switch to a small private school over the winter break.

There, Rachel blossomed. She made new friends who were like her, more interested in spending the weekends hiking Scott’s Run than shopping at Tysons Corner or drinking. She threw herself into the small classes and got all As. She redoubled her tennis efforts and entered senior year more focused than ever.

Could this bracelet be a remnant of those misspent early fall months? I wouldn’t put stealing past Eloïse Allard. She was a spoiled, willful girl and Jo and Daniel took a very hands-off approach to discipline.

“I don’t know what I believe,” I say. “But I can’t ignore that it was in Rachel’s possession.”

Kenya rolls her eyes, the image of nonchalance. “I can think of a hundred other scenarios, starting with it’s not the same exact bracelet. How do you even know it’s the same one? I mean, is it engraved?”

“No, but it is unique. It’s gold, with a little heart.”

“You’re jumping to conclusions. Rachel could have found it. Someone could have given it to her. She could have bought it at one of those thrift stores she always goes to.”

“That’s true.” I nod. Rachel was always coming home with paper bags filled with clothes from various secondhand shops. “You’re right. Okay, I feel better.”

“What did the email say?”

“She just wants her bracelet back.”

“Fine. Let me handle it. I’ll tell her to send me the paperwork.”

I start to rise. “I’ll get the bracelet.”

Kenya waves at me. “Don’t bother. Wait ’til I see the papers. If it looks legit, I’ll get her the bracelet. I don’t want you to give this another thought, all right? Just wipe this out of your mind. You have enough to worry about, enough on your plate. And honestly, you should be resting. Hey! I have an idea—you go sit down in that chair in the living room, and I will make myself busy in here.”

“I have a whole system—”

“And you will be right here to answer any questions I have from the comfort of that chair in your darkened living room.” She pauses and narrows her eyes. “You know that you are supposed to rest in the dark after a concussion, right? Like not pitch-black, but just darkened.”

Dutifully, I take a seat. Sometimes it is just easier to give in to Kenya than fight her. Poor Noah, I think as I settle in the chair. This is what it must have been like for him his whole life. Kenya kept him busy with school tutors and test preppers, while Shawn oversaw private athletic coaches. Must have cost a small fortune. But their investment paid off, because Noah is going to Wharton in the fall. I wonder how kids like him turn out when their parents aren’t there to cheer them on before every test, to remind them to turn in their homework, and to run interference with their teachers. At some point they have to succeed or fail on their own terms.

We have been lucky with Zach, who was born with an inner drive. I hoped for the same from Rachel but by the fall of her senior year, I had to make peace that her poor grades from fall junior year meant that she wasn’t going to get in to a top twenty college.

But I won’t lie. I was thrilled when she got a letter of interest from Georgetown recruiting her for the tennis team, indicating that if she kept her grades up, she’d be admitted.

The letter was like a magic spell that dissipated any of the bad feelings remaining from the year before. It was amazing what the external validation of being chosen by Georgetown had done for her. For me. For our family.

“Let’s start with this.” Kenya opens a plastic box of small figurines. She holds up a ceramic cat sitting on a blue pillow, about eight inches tall. “Have you photographed this yet?”

“Yes, but I haven’t priced it. It might be Staffordshire. If it is, it’s worth something.”

She looks at the bottom. “Hmm. No markings.” She takes out her phone and types something into it. “Let’s assume it is. Seventy-five?”

“Seventy-five?” I gasp. “You’re kidding. I was thinking twenty.”

“People won’t believe it’s real Staffordshire if we price it too low.”

“But we don’t know if it’s Staffordshire.”

“Fine. Fifty. Where do you keep track of prices?”

Before I can answer, the front door opens, and Miguel walks in, his tie hanging loose around his unbuttoned shirt.

“Oh, hi, ladies.” He comes over and kisses me. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine. What are you doing home so early?”

“Work was slow, so I thought I’d come home and check on my favorite patient. You been staying off screens? Walking a little?”

“I’ll get out of your hair.” Kenya heads toward the door but pauses at my chair. “I’ll reach out to that woman. Don’t give it another thought, Caren. I’m serious. Promise?”

“I promise.”

After Kenya is gone, Miguel asks, “What was that all about?”

I recount the whole story to Miguel, including why I was worried.

“Don’t jump to conclusions. It might not even be the same bracelet.”

“Oh, it’s the same. See for yourself. Jewelry is box number seventeen.” I point to a stack of clear boxes in the corner. “Look there.”

“Now? Let me change out of these clothes.”

I sigh and locate box number seventeen. I place it on the dining table, unsnap the lid, and begin taking out the baggies inside. Each item is in its own bag, labeled with a brief description of the contents.

“I don’t see it,” I say.

“Can we do this later? I want to change.” He pulls his tie off with a grimace.

I begin my search again, frantically rifling through the bags. My stomach starts to churn. I know the bracelet is here. I catalogued it the other day, the morning of the Allards’ party. I start again, examining each bag and its contents carefully. I begin to check a third time, my chest tightening in panic. I don’t lose things. In eleven years of doing this yard sale, I have never lost anything. I look up at Miguel.

“What’s wrong?”

“The bracelet,” I whisper. “It’s gone.”






THIRTEEN


Finn pauses outside the Allards’ back door, a prickle of discomfort crawling up the back of his neck. Their pristine yard is strangely silent, with none of the chirping of birds or buzzing of bees that seem to fill his landlady’s garden. He punches in the code Jo gave him and lets himself in.

“Hello?” His voice is tentative. No answer. Not even a bark. Crossing the threshold feels like a small betrayal, even with Jo’s permission. Homes, Finn thinks, are like the soft bellies of animals—unguarded, defenseless.

His footsteps slap against the polished stone floor. “Muffinhead?” he calls, grabbing the leash from the hook.

“Give him a chance to warm up to you,” Jo had said. “He’s a little nervous, but there’s nothing some string cheese and scratching his ears won’t fix.”

The door shuts behind him with a soft thud, and just like that, the house swallows him whole.

Under the cloying scent of fake vanilla, Finn catches the sharp bite of cleaner. He runs a finger along the marble countertop. Spotless. No dust. No clutter. The house is immaculate, with not one errant receipt or overdue library book lying around.

Besides the immense photo of the Allards on the beach, there is no sign of actual life.

“Muffinhead?” he calls again, louder this time. “It’s just me. C’mon out.”

He steps through the large formal dining room and into the two-story foyer. It’s hard not to be impressed. Light streams through the tall windows that flank the front door, glinting off the pale blue silk wallpaper. The Allards have real money. More than the average family in Eastbrook, whose homes often look perfect on the outside but, like his landlady’s, reveal chipping paint and scuffed floors inside. The Allards’ house boasts museum-level opulence.

The distinctive scratch of nails on the hardwood floor cuts through the silence. Finn stiffens as the goldendoodle pads into view at the top of the stairs, tail wagging cautiously.

“Hey, buddy,” Finn murmurs, kneeling to coax the dog down the stairs. Muffinhead limps slightly as he descends, favoring his front left paw.

“Poor guy.” Finn clips on the leash and rubs the dog’s fluffy head. This part is real. He loves dogs. He can thank his mom for that, for a childhood spent with the broken and discarded.

She was a sucker for a dog with a sob story—blind in one eye, three-legged, suffering from heartworm—no case was too difficult for her. She had a real savior complex, and Finn was grateful she had poured that energy into dogs and not trying to fix broken men once his dad died and she was alone.

Finn stands. It’s time to leave and do what he is being paid for—walking the dog.

As he leads Muffinhead through the house to the mudroom, he pauses at the small desk he saw when he first visited, drawn by the curated organization. He glances up at the portrait of the four Allards, all of them frozen in smiles that don’t quite reach their eyes. Then his gaze drops to the mail in a wicker basket. Catalogues, a flyer for a local roofing company, the usual. But then—an envelope. Heavier than the rest. Thick, expensive paper. Cream-colored, with a logo stamped on the back: a bold bloodred rendering of a fountain pen and the words CRIMSON EDGE beneath it. In the top corner is a Potomac return address.

He’s seen a similar envelope before. Not here. Somewhere else—another Eastbrook house. The details are foggy, but the recognition is instant and visceral.

He turns the envelope over in his hand and registers its heft, but he doesn’t dare open it. He is reminded of Detective Aziz’s warning not to do anything illegal, and opening someone else’s mail certainly falls into that category.

Muffinhead whimpers.

“Right, sorry, buddy. Let’s go.” Finn snaps a photo of the back of the envelope and stuffs his phone in his pocket. He knows the answer will come to him when he least expects it.



On his way home from work, Finn is still hung up on the envelope he found at the Allards’ and its nagging familiarity. The sight of one of his flyers, ripped in half and hanging from a telephone pole, yanks him out of his thoughts.

Torn down again.

As he watches the remaining edges of the flyer flutter in the breeze, Finn’s stomach knots with a familiar ache of sorrow and a bone-deep exhaustion. There was a time when this would have sent him into a rage. The idea that someone, maybe even her killer, was trying to erase Autumn. In his less charitable moments, he wished his neighbors would put half as much effort into finding out who killed Autumn as they did in perfecting the curb appeal of their houses.

But now he just accepts that this is the ethic of the suburbs—anything that disturbs the tranquility is taboo.

He reaches into his bag for his staple gun and freezes. It isn’t there. Then it hits him. He took everything out that morning to make room for his lunch and forgot to put the staple gun back in.

Ever since Autumn died, he hasn’t missed a single day of putting up flyers. He turns on his heel, walking faster now.

Back at home, he finds Paula crouching in the garden beside the small painted sign that reads: THE ONLY GOOD HOE IS A DIRTY HOE. The first time he saw it, he knew he was in the right place.

“How was work?” she asks, wiping sweat from her brow with a gloved hand.

“Hold on, I need to grab something I forgot,” he says, heading inside.

There, beside the red retro toaster, sits his staple gun. He grabs it, tucks it into his messenger bag, and is halfway down the walkway when her voice stops him.

“Any luck?”

He halts and turns. “Yeah. Found it.”

“No,” she says, straightening up into a kneeling position. “I meant in your investigation. The dog-sitting gig, did it turn up anything?”

Finn lets out a little choking laugh. “I—I don’t know what you mean.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Don’t you?” A slow smile spreads across her face. “The Allards. I recommended you to them. Just be careful. If either of them is involved, you don’t want to tip them off.”

Finn stares at her in shock. “How did you—”

She lifts her chin. “I’m not as doddering as I look. Don’t let the silver hair fool you.”

Finn takes a good hard look at his landlady. She’s in her late seventies, in robust health, but what does he really know about her? The house is decorated with art and photographs from her travels around the world. He figured her for retired State Department, or maybe she used to work for some international organization like the World Bank. The Washington suburbs were filled with such people. But for the first time, he realizes he doesn’t actually know anything about her. “How long have you known about, how did you put it—‘my investigation’?”

“Oh, I can’t say exactly.” She waves her trowel in the air. “But watching you take dog-walking jobs that orbit that awful cement house where that poor girl was killed … it was only a matter of time before I figured it out. Especially once I found out about your hobby.”

Finn frowns.

“Your posters, my dear. I’m speaking of your posters.”

Finn lets out a long breath, shoulders sagging. “Do you think anyone else in the neighborhood has any idea?”

“Absolutely not,” she says with a snort. “These people are too self-involved. They wouldn’t notice if a retired CIA agent moved in among them, as long as she appeared a silly old fool obsessed with her butterfly garden.”

For the first time in months, a real smile pulls at Finn’s face. Maybe even the beginning of a laugh.

The landlady picks up a water bottle sitting in the grass beside her and takes a sip. “This is the most enthralling thing that has happened to me since I was in Tehran and … well, never mind. I don’t mean to make light of your loss.”

“I’m … glad someone else knows,” Finn says quietly.

She nods. “It’s lonely living undercover, isn’t it?”

“It is. Very lonely.”

The landlady plucks a bright blue cornflower from her garden, walks over, and tucks it into the pocket of his shirt. “Bachelor buttons. During the Victorian era, unmarried men would wear them in their buttonholes to show that they were single.”

Finn blinks. “Okay.”

She smiles up at him. “I never thought I’d say this, but I believe it’s my turn to host mah-jongg.”

“Mah-jongg?”

“You’ll join, of course. I’ll give you a crash course. You just need to be good enough to sit and play. A ‘dummy player’ is what my mother used to call it.” She narrows her steely blue eyes at him. “What matters is that you keep your mouth shut and your ears open. You’d be amazed what people reveal when they don’t think anyone is really listening.”






FOURTEEN


I survey the plastic ziplock bags that litter the surface of our dining room table. Each one contains a single piece of jewelry—dainty earrings, vintage brooches, tarnished silver bracelets—and is affixed with a label in my handwriting.

“It’s gone,” I say, the words catching in my throat, my voice brittle. “Someone must’ve taken it. It all makes sense now. Someone was in the house and put the wine bottle in the trash and took the bracelet.”

Miguel looks up from where he is rummaging through a different box. His expression is calm. “Okay, slow down. Let’s not jump to conclusions.”

“Who’s jumping? I’m not jumping.” My hand shoots out, gesturing wildly to the stacked plastic storage bins lining the wall. “Look at my system. It’s airtight. Eleven years, Miguel. Eleven years and I’ve never lost anything.”

“I know,” he says carefully, like I am a skittish animal. “It’s a good system. You’re very organized.”

I freeze, spine stiffening. That tone. It is the therapy voice, the one we both tried to use with Rachel after I read about it in a book on how to talk to teenagers. Validate feelings, even if you think they’re ridiculous. Nod supportively. Don’t escalate. Use your calm voice so your child might use theirs. We both used it on Rachel for years. And now he is using it on me.

“Don’t do that,” I say.

He blinks. “Do what?”

“You’re patronizing me.”

“I’m not—Caren, I swear—I’m not patronizing you. Your system is amazing.”

“Don’t talk to me like I’m—” I stop myself before I say Rachel. “Don’t validate me.”

“You want me to invalidate you instead?” A smile edges at his lips. He’s trying to lighten things up. But I don’t feel like lightening up. I bite down hard on my bottom lip. I don’t want to cry. I don’t want to scream. But my head has begun to pound, and I can barely keep up with my thoughts.

“It’s all connected,” I say, barely able to hear myself. “The wine bottle I didn’t drink. The takeout I didn’t order. And now the bracelet that’s missing. Don’t you see? It’s not just one thing. It’s everything.”

But Miguel’s face is a blank slate. He has that dumbfounded, logical look he wears when he can’t—or won’t—follow the thread I am desperately pulling.

“I need a drink,” I murmur, already stepping toward the kitchen.

He catches me by my wrist before I’ve taken my second step. Firm. “No alcohol for two weeks. It’s in the handout the doctor gave us.”

I yank my arm out of his grip. “I hate this stupid concussion,” I snap. “I hate everything about it.”

“I know, honey.” He pulls me into a hug. He does this—reaches for closeness when words fail. For a moment, I let myself collapse into his warm body. Safe. He smells like Old Spice deodorant, the same brand he used when I met him twenty-five years ago. But even wrapped in his arms, I feel exposed.

“Someone took it,” I whisper against his chest. “Why can’t you see what I see? They were in the house. They took the bracelet. You don’t think … Kenya?”

He pulls back, his brow pinched. But he doesn’t speak. Instead, he guides me to the couch in the living room, and we both sit. A photo book sits open on the coffee table. I can’t see it, but I know the year is etched in gold along the spine. A full-page photo of the four of us smiling up at me. It was taken last summer on the Rehoboth boardwalk, during a rare alignment of schedules, on our final vacation before we got Kugel.

“Don’t get mad,” Miguel says carefully. “But if you don’t remember anything from Saturday night…”

I open my mouth to object, but he holds up a hand.

“Just hear me out. Isn’t it possible—just possible—that you misplaced the bracelet?”

I look down at the album again. These annual photo books have chronicled our daily lives over the years: scraped knees, Halloween costumes, first days of school, awkward braces, and terrible haircuts. I documented it all. That was how I made sense of life: systems, structure, order. What would I even put in next year’s album? Pictures of the dog and the empty dining room?

Tears well in my eyes before I can stop them.

“I don’t misplace things,” I say, swallowing the lump in my throat. “I’ve run this sale for eleven years. This is what I do. I’m good at it.”

“I know,” Miguel says. “You are. But you’re human and mistakes happen.”

“What am I supposed to say to that woman Holly? That I lost her bracelet? Her stolen bracelet?”

“Kenya will handle her,” he says, reaching for my hand. “And in the meantime, I’ll go through every bin. Every box. I bet we’ll find it tucked in with the baby clothes or under a scarf.”

I offer a wan smile, but I still feel queasy about the origins of the bracelet.

“What is it?” Miguel knows something is off. After twenty-three years of marriage, he can read my moods. “What else is bothering you?” he asks softly.

I hesitate, then whisper, “The bracelet? The one she says was stolen? I found it in a bag Rachel was going to donate to Goodwill.”

He lets go of my hand and leans back against the sofa, his shoulders sagging. He exhales a slow, measured breath.

I pull a throw pillow to my chest. You can’t ever really prepare for parenthood. No one tells you it can drag you to the edge, break your heart wide open. No one tells you that while you might love your kids in equal measure, it won’t look identical, and that it’s not your fault. Zach was easy. Predictable. A kid out of a parenting book. His phases came and went on schedule, from tantrums to eye rolls to late-night pizza runs. He was cheerful, flexible. A sure, whatever works kind of kid.

Rachel was the opposite. Hard from the start. I’d been sick every day of my pregnancy. She came early and spent two weeks in the hospital. Breastfeeding was a disaster, unlike with Zach. What should have been our bonding time was a battle that left both of us in tears.

But Miguel got her in a way I didn’t. It was as if he had a manual I couldn’t decipher. When she screamed, he soothed. When I punished, he forgave. When she shut down, he found the key. Their bond became unshakable. Tennis became their language when words failed.

In the middle of loud arguments, he would enter the room with two rackets, and she would follow him out the door like he was the pied piper. They’d come home a few hours later, transformed by their time on the courts, sweat-slicked and laughing, like nothing had happened at all.

I was always on the outside of that huddle.

So when things spiraled the beginning of junior year—the drinking and staying out late with Eloïse—it was Miguel who bore the weight.

And now, after surviving that storm, after she got into college, and not just any college but Georgetown, here I am, dredging up ghosts.

“You sure it was Rachel’s?” Miguel asks. “You get so many donations this time of year. It would be easy to mix something up.”

“I’m sure,” I say. “I remember the day. I remember pulling the bracelet out of the Goodwill bag, thinking, ‘She doesn’t even know what she’s throwing away.’”

He hesitates. “But your memory isn’t—”

“My long-term memory is fine,” I say. “I may not remember Saturday, but I remember that.”

He studies me for a long beat. “If you’re sure. Because if you’re not—”

“I’m sure!”

We sit in silence. From somewhere in the neighborhood, a leaf blower roars to life.

“Let’s not do anything rash,” he says finally. “Let me look for the bracelet first. If I find it, we return it. No harm, no foul.”

“And Rachel?”

“What about Rachel?” His tone sharpens. “If we find it, we’re not saying a word to her.” He crosses his arms over his chest. “We’re not derailing the progress she’s made over something that might not even be real. I’m not going to let my daughter get caught up in something that could ruin her future,” he says.

“Our daughter,” I say quietly. “Our daughter.”

“Yes, of course. Our daughter.” He reaches out and squeezes my hand. “We’ll take care of this. You and me. We’re her parents. We’re a team.”

And just like that, he says exactly what I need to hear. Like he can still read my mind.

I let him. I let him hold my hand. I let myself believe him—for now.






THIRTEEN MONTHS AGO


Like clockwork, the American flags had gone up in Eastbrook the Friday before Memorial Day weekend, along with red-white-and-blue bunting and twinkling fairy lights that seemed to blink in sync with the emerging fireflies. The neighborhood pool was opening, and it was the unofficial start to summer.

Tori stood at her kitchen window, fingers wrapped around a mug of coffee that had long gone cold, staring into the Allards’ lush backyard. She wasn’t ready for summer, and nothing in her gray house suggested it was imminent. No brightly colored Adirondack chairs in the front, no firepit. No ironic pink flamingo statue or cutesy flag like her next-door neighbor’s that read HELLO, SUMMER! above a drawing of a vintage bicycle overflowing with sunflowers.

Behind her, the soft clink of a spoon against ceramic came from the breakfast table, where Autumn was feeding Leo slow spoonfuls of oatmeal and humming “Yankee Doodle” under her breath. The nanny was a godsend—kind, patient, somehow able to get a three-year-old dressed and out the door without a meltdown. Still, Tori was sure she could sense the neighbors’ judgment in the air. Oh, I saw your nanny at the park again with Leo. Must be hard to miss out on these precious days.

It had been three weeks since that awful night she made that clumsy pass, and she was paranoid that news of it had spread through Eastbrook.

“Put it out of your mind, girlfriend!” Cyrus had implored her. “People can be cray-cray!”

But Tori often found herself replaying that moment in her head, touching Daniel’s sleeve, calling him sexy, leaning in to kiss him. Then a crash of hot shame would course through her body as she experienced his rejection anew. “A man like me? With someone like you?” The way he had laughed at her.

It was a sick, sadistic ritual, but one she seemed unable to resist, no matter how many times Cyrus told her she was a queen.

Behind her, Leo giggled, and Autumn said something that made him laugh harder. Tori didn’t turn. She just peered out the back window, feeling the quiet rejection, the way the whole neighborhood seemed to have decided she was something to avoid.

The coffeepot beeped as it shut itself off. Tori poured the rest of her mug down the drain. She didn’t have any patients today—she had planned on going into the office to do some much-needed catching up on paperwork. But an idea was forming in her head. She spun around.

“Hey, Autumn, how would you like the day off?”



An hour later, Tori had bundled Leo into his stroller and was out the door. She didn’t bother to say goodbye to Autumn, who had disappeared down to the basement. She had been worried that having a stranger living in the house might make her feel self-conscious, but instead it was reassuring to know that she was not all alone. Except in the mornings and evenings, she barely saw Autumn, although they communicated throughout the day via text.

Tori drove out of the neighborhood and down Massachusetts Avenue into Washington, glad to be leaving Eastbrook in her rearview mirror. The leafed-out trees were a brilliant green against the bright blue sky.

She had to circle the National Cathedral a few times before she found a parking spot. Their annual Flower Mart was set to open at ten, but the grounds were already packed. Tori tucked Leo into his stroller and pushed him up the grand driveway, stopping for a moment to take in the majesty of the enormous church. Before her parents split up when she was eight, her little family had regularly attended a small redbrick Presbyterian church that intimidated her with its hushed stillness and cold pews. She had been shocked when, after her dad left, her mother dismissed religion as if it had been last year’s trend, like UGGs or low-rise jeans.

But the National Cathedral awed her.

“Look at the gargoyles.” Bending down next to Leo, she pointed above at the small stone monsters perched high. Tori hesitated on the edge of the market as people pushed past her. Her tummy clenched in anxiety as the festival beckoned with the hum of shoppers chatting and the scent of cinnamon from a nearby food truck.

She grabbed her phone and whispered into it. After a moment, Cyrus’s familiar voice spoke to her. “Babes, the fact that you’re even questioning whether to go to a market shows tremendous growth in self-awareness! Most people with shopping challenges don’t even pause to consider the risk beforehand. So pat yourself on the back—you rock!”

Soothed, she pushed Leo’s stroller forward. She’d have to reenter the modern consumer world at some point. This would be a test, she decided. She’d look, admire, but not spend a penny.

She turned down a row, lured by a table of handcrafted chocolates that cost thirty dollars. She was admiring a box that had pictures of cherry blossoms and other Washington motifs stamped on it when something caught her eye. She looked up to see him in front of a corner booth, catty-corner from where she was, standing in front of a mirror. Daniel was wiggling, a strained look on his face, as Jo adjusted a two-tone red tie adorned with an embroidered S. For Stanford. She knew it was where their son, Van, was heading in the fall. She had seen the sticker on the back of Jo’s BMW. PROUD STANFORD MOM.

Tori could hardly breathe. She was afraid that any movement would draw Daniel’s attention, or worse—Jo’s.

She watched as the two of them laughed together and Daniel leaned in for a kiss. It was real affection. Tori balled her hands into fists, a strange sense of injustice hitting her. Had he lied to her that night when he complained about Jo? Or was this public act he was performing the lie?

The therapist in her knew it shouldn’t matter, but for some reason it did. At that moment he looked up and caught her staring at him. His smile vanished as his nostrils flared.

Before she could back the stroller out, Daniel was across the path and towering over her.

“What are you doing here?” he demanded in a husky voice. “Are you following me?”

“What? Of course not.” Tori felt herself shrink smaller under his rage.

“I’ve seen you, you know, driving by me in your car while I’m out running.”

She opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out. It was true she had passed him on her way to her office in the mornings, but that was just her normal route out of the neighborhood.

“I’m n-not,” she stammered. “That’s just a coincidence.”

Jo was beside him now, her mouth a thin slash of bright red. “What is going on? Are you stalking my husband?”

“No, I’m not!” Tori glanced to her left at a group of three blond women in their sixties openly gawking at them. She needed to get out of here. Her breath was shallow, and she was scared she might have a panic attack. She began to maneuver the stroller, but the wife stepped in front of her.

“I know everything,” she said. “What you tried to do. Daniel told me how he came over to help you and you threw yourself at him. Pathetic.” Jo wrapped a manicured hand around her husband’s bicep. She leaned close to Tori and said in a low voice, “I feel sorry for you. I really do. Going after other women’s husbands? If I knew what kind of woman you were, I would never have rented to you. If you have any issue with the house, contact me. Not Daniel. Got it? He is off-limits to you.”

Tori yanked the stroller around, accidentally banging one of the blond women’s shins. The woman howled in pain, and Leo let out a cry of alarm. Tori rushed away, ignoring the chaos, sweaty and hot with embarrassment, through the crowds and off the cathedral grounds. She hurried back to her car and strapped in a now-wailing Leo. Tori trembled as she climbed into the driver’s seat, feeling smaller and stupider than she ever had in her life. Rationally, she knew her rushing out of there was over the top.

Yet she felt naked and humiliated, as if they had seen through her façade of being a good mother and successful professional, straight to the awful truth. She was trash. Worthless. “You’re not fooling anyone,” her mother had said when Tori told her the news that she had been admitted to a small college in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains. “You’re not better’n the rest of us. Don’t forget that.”

It didn’t matter that she had a college degree, a beautiful son, a nice wardrobe, a good job. There was some kind of stain on her that people could see.






FIFTEEN


The light slices between the curtains from high in the sky, bright and unforgiving. It casts long, slanted beams across the comforter, illuminating the dust motes suspended in the still air. My body hums with heaviness.

I never sleep past six thirty—I can’t, even when I want to—but when I swipe my phone from the nightstand, the numbers glare back at me: 9:54. A heavy cloak of exhaustion seems to pin me to the bed.

They said fatigue would be a side effect of the concussion, but sleeping in this late feels like another chunk of me has been chipped off. A subtle unraveling. Another way I’m no longer myself.

I stay in bed for a moment, not because it’s warm or comforting, but because the alternative, getting up, requires purpose. And I have none. Without work, and Rachel, anchoring me to daily routines, I am left floating. The silence of the room is oppressive. This lethargy reminds me of what happened to my dad after he retired. He drifted like a ghost in his own house, unshaven and bleary-eyed, until my parents moved to Florida, where he joined the condo board. It was only then that he regained some sense of identity.

As I head down the stairs, I hear the faint clink of dishes. Miguel.

“You’re still here,” I say as I enter the kitchen. The floor is cool beneath my bare feet, a little gritty. It needs a good mopping, but even the thought of it exhausts me. I cinch my robe belt tight, trying to gather myself into something solid.

“Yeah, not going until noon,” he says. His voice is annoyingly upbeat. “Staying late at the office so I can go straight to the airport.”

“The airport?”

“Yeah. Rachel’s coming back tonight. Did you forget?”

“No. Of course not.” But I had forgotten. What is happening to me? “I just got confused.” I move toward the coffee machine like a sleepwalker. My thoughts feel wrapped in gauze.

“I’m glad you slept in,” he says gently. “But remember you don’t want to rest too much.”

“Please, Miguel. I just need coffee.”

“Sit down—I’ll get it. You excited?” He grabs a mug and fills it. “She’ll be too late for dinner, but we could take her out for sushi tomorrow.”

He looks up and winks. It’s a long-running family joke how much I hate sushi. Always have. Raw fish triggers my gag reflex. But it’s Rachel’s favorite, and she loves to rib me about it, laughing at my chicken teriyaki like a six-year-old order. “Sounds delish,” I say.

“Breakfast first.” He hands me my coffee. “How about cantaloupe and raisin toast?”

“You’re spoiling me.” I force a light tone, leaning back as he puts a bowl of cut melon in front of me. The cantaloupe smells sweet and overripe, and the toast is still warm, studded with raisins, the butter already melting into the bread. “I might get used to this.”

His smile dims, just slightly. “Have you remembered anything else about Saturday night?”

I shake my head. “No. But I’ve been thinking about it. A lot. I think, and hear me out, I really do think that someone slipped something in my drink.”

I wait. Watch him. Measure the pause.

“Go on,” he says carefully.

“I didn’t have enough to drink to black out. And I didn’t take an Ambien, no matter what you think.” I meet his eyes. “If my drink was spiked, it explains why I passed out walking home.”

His eyes widen. “You think Jo and Daniel slipped you a Mickey?”

“It’s not funny.” My voice hardens. “It is possible that my drink was spiked. And it could have been anyone.”

He exhales. “I hear you. And I’m not saying that didn’t happen, but…”

I drop my fork. The clang is louder than it should be. “But what?”

“Bonnie on the corner said she saw you walking the dog that night. After the party. She said you looked fine.”

“What?” My voice rises. Bonnie is our neighborhood chatterbox. More than once I’ve resorted to leaving my groceries in the car just to run inside and avoid conversation. In her late sixties, married, with no children but a cat she is always calling after, she is in terrific shape and spends most of her time either gardening in her front yard or speed-walking with other women in the neighborhood. “How do you know that?”

“She brought it up. Said she saw you home the other day, and she asked me if you were sick. I told her you fell and hit your head and were taking some time off work.”

“You told her that?”

“What’s the big deal? It’s not a secret, is it?”

“Just—what exactly did she say?”

“That she saw you walking the dog Saturday night. Said you looked unsteady in your heels. ‘Those shoes are not for walking,’” he says, mimicking Bonnie with a grin that falls flat.

I don’t laugh. “So, Bonnie saw me. With the dog. In my dress. In heels.”

“That’s what she said.”

“Well maybe … maybe Kugel found his way home after I fell.”

“Caren. C’mon. How would he get inside? And did Kugel take your phone when he let himself in?” He chuckles. Like it’s funny. Like it’s all one big silly misunderstanding.

“I wish you would take this seriously.”

“I do. I take your injury very seriously. In fact, I took the liberty of calling about the support group this morning. They meet on Fridays, at one.”

“Without asking me?”

“Don’t be mad. Just give it a try—”

“I’m not crazy.”

“I don’t think you’re crazy, mi cariño.” His voice drops. “But you’re scared. And I get that. Rachel’s coming home tonight—we don’t want to scare her too.”

“I wasn’t going to scare Rachel.” It irks me that she is always his first priority, and I hate that I feel a little jealous of my own daughter.

“Good.”

“But hear me out. It does make a kind of sense—what if someone wanted me unconscious so they could get into the house? To steal the bracelet?”

He opens his mouth to speak, but I hold up a hand.

“Let me finish,” I say. “The bracelet was stolen before, from Holly. What if whoever took it, what if they saw it on the Facebook page and panicked? Thought it might be traced?”

Even as I say it, my theory collapses under its own weight. Although it somehow made sense in my head, my logic is falling apart as soon as I put my thoughts into words.

“Can I speak now?” he asks, a hint of a smile on his lips.

“Go ahead,” I mutter, bracing for his disbelief.

Instead, he leaves the room. The sound of his footsteps retreating across the floor is muffled by the rug. When he returns, he’s holding a ziplock bag. Inside is the bracelet.

“Found it in the box with the CDs and DVDs.”

My breath catches. “What on earth?”

“I don’t know.” He holds it up to the light, as if it might reveal something. “You must’ve put it there by accident.”

I take it out of the bag and run my fingers along the cool metal. The little heart is unmistakable. “There’s no way I’d put it in with the CDs.” But even as I say it, doubt creeps in. The edges of my memory feel slick and unreliable.

“It’s not a big deal. People misplace things, especially if they’ve had a glass or two of wine.”

I frown.

He sighs. “The empty bottle, Caren.”

I feel my face redden. Heat crawls up my neck. “I told you. I didn’t open that bottle of wine. I don’t drink like that anymore. Have you even noticed?”

“I have noticed. And I’m proud of you. I just thought … maybe you were sad. About Rachel leaving. You’re allowed the occasional drink.”

“I know that.” My voice falters. “We’re just going in circles now.”

“Well, this is good news. The bracelet’s back. I’ll return it to that woman.”

“Holly,” I say, forcing a smile. It doesn’t feel like good news at all.

“At least we won’t have to drag Rachel into this. That’s a relief.”

“I think we should still talk to her.”

“Why?” His voice sharpens. “We have the bracelet. We can return it to that woman. The drama is over.”

“Don’t you want to know how she got it?”

“Not really. Kids do dumb stuff. You said this woman wasn’t interested in going to the police. That she just wanted her bracelet back—”

“Right.”

“So I’ll return it. End of story.”

Half an hour later, Miguel leaves for work with the bangle tucked into his backpack. I watch him turn the car onto the street where Holly lives and disappear out of sight. I imagine him walking up to her front door and presenting her stolen bracelet, the one she thought that she might never see again. It’s a good day for Holly. And it should be a good day for me. The bracelet was not missing at all. Just misplaced the whole time.

It will feel like closure for her. But it doesn’t for me.

After I get dressed, I call Yumi.

“You okay?” she asks.

“I had a weird thing happen. That turned out to be … nothing.”

“But you still think it is something?”

“Exactly.” I tell her about the email from Holly, how I couldn’t find the bracelet last night, and how Miguel discovered it in another box. “The whole thing freaked me out because Rachel is the one who donated the bracelet. Well, she thought she was donating it to Goodwill, but I found it at the bottom of a bag and took it for the yard sale. I mean, how did she get that bracelet?” I pause for breath. “I’m thinking of going to talk to this Holly woman myself and get more details.”

“Huh,” Yumi finally says.

“What does ‘huh’ mean?”

As I wait for Yumi to respond, my eyes travel to a framed photo of Zach and Rachel on the dresser. Two skinny bodies, dripping wet, grinning from ear to ear. She was nine, he was twelve. It was one of the few years they both swam for our local pool’s swim team. I dreaded those early-morning practices at the time. What I wouldn’t give now to have just one more morning with them both.

“It’s probably nothing.”

My skin prickles. “Yumi. Tell me.”

“I have a theory. But it’s just a theory.”

“Spit it out.”

“You’d better come over. This is an in-person conversation.”






SIXTEEN


The dog park is mostly empty this morning, just a woman with a jittery white Yorkie and an older man chucking a slobbery tennis ball for a golden retriever. Finn stands near the gate, hoodie tugged over his ears, hands in his pockets as the Williamses’ French bulldog, Rosie, burrows deeper into a bush, whipping her teeny tail like a mini windshield wiper.

“Rosie needs socialization,” Kenya said when she hired him. “She’s a pandemic puppy and she’s never gotten used to other dogs.” So he is at the park every Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday with Rosie trying to get her used to other dogs. He might be able to combine walking Rosie and Muffinhead at some point, but Rosie is too skittish at the moment.

As Finn leans back against the chain-link fence that separates the park from a small stream, he goes over what he learned about Crimson Edge on his computer last night.

There was no website, but thanks to a subreddit, he learned that the company on the back of the fancy envelope he found at the Allards’ was the DC area’s premier luxury educational consultancy that helped wealthy kids with mediocre grades and scores polish up their admissions package. Their motto was: Where ambition meets acceptance. It all but guaranteed entry to a top twenty school, but according to his research it could cost a lot of money. Like hundreds of thousands. Pretty gross, but he didn’t see what it could have to do with Autumn’s death. Not that he hadn’t spent an hour in bed before he could fall asleep last night trying to think of a connection. He needs her death to be a puzzle that can be worked through if he tries hard enough.

It’s too horrible to think that he might never find out what really happened. That it might have been random.

Finn’s eyes scan the edge of the park, having momentarily lost Rosie. He can’t see the neighborhood pool a few blocks away, but he can hear the sounds of the swim team’s morning practice. Then he spots the dog, rolling in something questionable near the edge of a stand of trees, groaning in ecstasy. Finn crouches and whistles at her, trying to get her attention, but she ignores him. He got lost in his thoughts and now Rosie is covered in mud.

He pulls out a treat from his bag and calls out: “Treat! Rosie!”

The dog’s ears perk up and she runs back, dirt-streaked and panting. Finn clicks the leash onto her collar. He can’t just take her home and leave her in this condition—she’ll need a bath now. Which means they must leave this minute if he plans to swing by the Allards’ and walk Muffinhead and still get to work on time. On the brisk walk back to the Williamses’ house, his phone rings and he takes it only when he sees it’s his mom. If he doesn’t answer, she’ll spiral with worry.

“Hi, honey. I had a bad feeling. Are you okay?” Her words are rushed and frantic, and he can hear the sounds of the diner in the background. The clank of pans, the shouts of the sous-chef.

“I’m perfectly fine. I’m walking one of the dogs.”

“I saw a trans woman was attacked on the street and beaten.”

“You saw that? Where?”

“Well, I didn’t see it.” Her voice has a note of concession. “I read about it on Facebook.”

He sighs. She spends way too much time on Facebook, a place where her every fear can be exploited. “Where did this happen?”

“In Oklahoma City, right in the middle of the day. Someone posted it in my Mama Bears group. And I started thinking, are you safe?”

As he turns onto the Williamses’ street, he girds himself for a conversation he has had with her dozens of times since he moved to Washington. “I don’t live in Oklahoma City. I live in the DC area, one of the most queer-friendly cities in the country.”

“But what about those two gay men who were harassed at the MacDonald’s?” She emphasizes the Mac in McDonald’s.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says as he unlocks the door to Kenya’s house. He actually did hear about that incident, which happened last year in downtown DC, but he doesn’t want to encourage her.

“I can send the link to you.”

“Please don’t.” He lets himself into the Williamses’ foyer but doesn’t let Rosie off the leash, worried she’ll muddy the pristine floors. He scoops her up and heads straight to the bathroom. His mother is on all kinds of Facebook groups. As soon as he came out his junior year of high school, she joined about a half dozen different groups like TransParent, Sandhills PRIDE, and the Trevor Project.

He was happy she had found community—there were not a lot of families with trans kids in the town he grew up in, where she still lived. But too much time on those pages could turbocharge her anxiety and send it spinning into the stratosphere. She goes through phases where she will spend every waking minute online, encountering clip after clip of horrible things that are happening to trans people all over the world, and spiral even further.

He knows he is lucky. He does appreciate her concerns. Except when she calls him to dump her anxiety on him. “Mom, I’m fine. I’m about to wash a muddy dog inside a million-dollar home.”

“Promise? You’re not still looking into what happened with Autumn, right? You promised you’d stop.”

“I promise. Take a Xanax.”

He shuts the bathroom door and puts Rosie in the bath. She scrambles to get out, her little claws scratching at the porcelain, but he holds on to her leash. “It’s okay, baby,” he coos quietly before turning the water on. “I got to go, Mama. I got a dirty dog to wash.”

“All right. Be careful out there, baby.”

“You be careful too,” Finn says. “Love you.”

“Love you more.”

As he soaps up Rosie, the guilt about deceiving his mom begins to make him feel queasy. She would have a full-blown panic attack that no amount of Xanax would help if she had any clue that he is actively investigating Autumn’s death. It was everything he could do to convince her it was safe to stay in Bethesda after Autumn was murdered. In her mind, Washington, DC, and its leafy suburbs are crawling with bloodthirsty criminals. She even threatened to drive up here and get him.

Finn rinses off Rosie, whose wet hair makes her look like an alien cat, her pink skin shining through. The dog finally breaks free of his grip and escapes the confines of the bath. Shivering in the center of the bathroom, Rosie shakes, spraying water everywhere.

Finn towels her off and then, using another towel, cleans the bathroom as best he can.

He takes a trembling Rosie into the living room and deposits her on the dog bed by a large-leafed plant that’s almost as tall as he is. Traumatized by the whole event, she curls up and begins grooming herself.

“You’ll be okay,” Finn says as he takes the towels to the small laundry room off the kitchen. He decides to leave them in the washing machine, worried that if he washes them, they might get moldy if no one is home to put them in the dryer until much later.

When he goes back to the living room to check on Rosie one more time, he is struck anew at how pristine this house is. The sofas are cream velvet, the rug a faded pattern of gold and soft yellow. The quiet luxury on display in the Williamses’ living room is eerily similar to the Allards’ and the other Eastbrook houses he’s been inside. Here, the only notable difference is that the beautiful people inside the gold-framed photos on the mantel, dressed impeccably and celebrating life’s milestones, are African American. That and the large colorful painting above the fireplace of two young Black men on a beach hoisting two girls on their shoulders. He squints at the signature: Amy Sherald. A quick check on his phone tells him this is the same artist who painted Michelle Obama’s portrait that hangs in the Smithsonian.

And that her paintings run in the thousands, some even into the millions.

Behind him something pings, the familiar sound of a text notification on an iPhone. Finn spins around, momentarily panicked that someone else is in the room. But it’s empty—just him and Rosie.

When he hears the ping again, he realizes it must be coming from a nearby device. It takes him a few seconds of digging in the sofa to locate an iPad stuck between the deep cushions.

The incoming message is from Miguel Costa.



Got it and dropped it off. We’re all good.





He frowns. Miguel Costa. That was the man he met last Sunday when he helped his wife, Caren, get home. The strange memory of watching that woman walk out the front door of that house, disoriented, and then slip and fall in the mud comes back to him. He’s thought of her more than once since then. Something about the whole scene still feels off, and he has been meaning to circle back to her and make sure she is all right.

Another message appears, this one not from Miguel.



No problems with C?







She doesn’t suspect a thing.
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Finn stares at the text conversation, the skin on the back of his neck tingling. Doesn’t suspect a thing. Kenya or her husband, Shawn, or someone else who lives here, must be texting Miguel from their cell phone, which is linked to the iPad.

He uses his own phone to take a photo of the conversation. “C” probably refers to Caren, but what is the “it” that was dropped off? And what didn’t she suspect?

It could be something perfectly innocuous, he tells himself. It could be Caren’s birthday and they’re discussing a cake or balloons.

But somehow he doubts it.

Seconds after he takes the photo, the entire conversation vanishes. Gone into the ether. Whoever was texting with Miguel deleted it. He looks at the iPad. It’s as if the conversation never took place.

I wasn’t supposed to see that.

A thought pops into his head. Kenya and Shawn both know he is in their house. Maybe they forgot that the iPad was left on the sofa, until they started texting. As the screen fades to black, Finn can’t help but feel that the disappearance of the conversation is some kind of message directed at him.

No, not a message.

A warning.






SEVENTEEN


By the time I am dressed and out the door with Kugel, it’s almost noon. On the way to Yumi’s, I pause in front of the house where I slipped in the mud, hoping something jogs my memory. The sun is out in full force, and the slippery patch I was lying in Sunday morning is now baked dry.

Behind me, a woman in her thirties passes by, pushing a stroller as a toddler dawdles behind her, distracted by every flower, every bug, every lawn ornament he sees.

“C’mon, Foster,” she sings in an irritated voice. “If we get to the pool while it’s still adult swim, I’ll buy you an Icee.”

Foster ignores her and bends down to blow on a fluffy dandelion.

I don’t know this young mother, but I recognize my old self in her. I had a similar cooler bag hanging off the stroller, which probably holds carefully cut organic fruit. I wore the same type of messy bun that’s on her head (no time to shower) and also hid behind large sunglasses to disguise sleep-deprived eyes. Those years were hard. The walks to the pool in the midday heat seemed endless. I want to tell her to enjoy it, that one day Foster will be spending his summer backpacking in the mountains or working in a faraway city, that she’ll long for just one hour of uninterrupted time alone with him. But I keep my mouth shut. When I was her age, I hated when older women would offer up such pearls of wisdom. What do you know? I would think.

I turn back to the stark, modern house. What do I know about anything? It feels like less and less these days. My mom used to say, “When I was twenty-five, I thought I knew it all. It wasn’t until I was fifty that I realized I didn’t know anything.” I don’t know how I ended up in front of the Allards’ rental Sunday morning, that’s for sure.

I remember when Jo decided to buy the old 1950s rambler that was here and tear it down for funsies. That’s when I knew for sure that she had changed. The whole neighborhood was upset with the size of the project and ripping out the trees. But Jo didn’t care. She had the money and she felt like it.

I stare at the cold, gray façade, searching for clues about what happened to me Saturday night. In a world of doorbell cameras and GPS tracking, it turns out there are still corners where no one is watching. I know that Miguel wants me to move on—from this, whatever this is, from Rachel’s problems junior year, from anything awkward and uncomfortable. But I can’t until my memory returns. I want it back. I want to feel normal. I know I won’t until I can figure out what happened to me.

When I get to Yumi’s back porch, I am thrilled to see she has laid out sandwiches and iced tea and has the fan going at full speed. I let Kugel loose in the backyard and pour myself a tall glass.

“Thirsty, huh?” She is surrounded by tech—computer and cell in her lap, and beside her on the settee a camera sporting a long lens for photographing birds.

“It’s brutal out there.”

I make myself a plate and sit in my usual spot. I want to be settled in when I hear what she has to say. Once I have a napkin on my lap and a salmon-and-cream-cheese croissant in my hand, I give her the go-ahead. “So tell me. Is Rachel involved?”

Yumi doesn’t answer right away, she’s typing. After a moment she shuts the laptop and places it next to the camera. “Sorry. I have a new client. Hasn’t even started high school yet! He’s going into ninth grade in the fall and the mother wants me to guarantee I’ll get him into Princeton.” She rolls her eyes. “Oh, well. It pays the bills. So, anyway, do you remember that rash of break-ins about two years ago?”

“Yes,” I say, my whole body tensing a bit.

“I saw something one night. I had fallen asleep on the porch and when I woke up, it was late. Very late. I got up to go to bed, and I saw a couple of kids leaving the house two doors down.” She points through the screened windows, and I follow her gaze. Yumi’s house is on a slightly higher elevation than her neighbors’, and beyond the canopy of tree branches I can see a stretch of green lawn backing up to several houses. It’s a communal backyard, where the kids in the adjacent houses play hide-and-seek and capture the flag. Now that this is Yumi’s de facto office, the view is perfect for bird-watching—and people-watching.

Yumi turns back to me, a thoughtful look on her face. “Actually, I heard them more than I saw them. They were acting very suspicious.”

“How?”

She considers this. “Whispering. Oh, and they had flashlights. Using their phones probably. The next day in the Facebook group, it said that a house had been burgled. Holly Stone’s house.”

“Whoa, you never told me that.”

“It was the weekend after I got my first infusion. I was totally wiped out.”

I nod, understanding. Two years ago, when Yumi was at her sickest, she needed regular immunosuppressant infusions that put her out of commission for a few days every few months. Those were days when Kenya and I would alternate dropping off meals that she and Ryan could eat, as well as an endless supply of Graeter’s black raspberry chocolate chip ice cream.

“I would have answered any questions from the police if they asked,” she says. “But they never did. And I didn’t know for sure that those kids were involved. I didn’t want to get anyone in trouble. They could have been playing manhunt or something.”

A chill goes through me. “So, who were these kids?” Yumi says nothing, her smile small and stiff. Dread grows in the pit of my stomach. “Tell me. Who did you see?” Was it Rachel? Tell me it wasn’t Rachel.

“I told you I didn’t get a good look, I heard them.” Yumi pulls her long black braid around to the side of her head and mindlessly tugs on it. “But I definitely saw Van Allard. And a girl.”

I lean back against the cushions and let this sink in. “A girl? What girl?”

She won’t meet my eye. “I can’t say for sure. It looked like it might have been Rachel.”

“Why would Rachel be with Van? And why didn’t you tell me?”

“I wasn’t sure. Not a hundred percent. You have to understand.”

But I don’t. I know that Rachel was hanging around Eloïse and her clique the beginning of junior year. And that meant empty houses to party at, thanks to parents who always traveled, even access to alcohol, but stealing? And why would Rachel be with Van alone? I think of Van, driving his Jeep too fast in the neighborhood, top down, wind blowing his brown hair, blasting music while some girl dances in the passenger seat next to him. I was always grateful that Rachel was never that girl. “Are you sure? Rachel and Van? It doesn’t really make sense.”

“I mean, maybe someone else was there too? Maybe Eloïse? That would explain why Rachel was there.”

“I guess. If Eloïse was there. It would explain how Rachel got the bracelet.” I stare down at the ice cubes in my tall glass, feeling my brow furrow into those deepening frown lines I have come to loathe. I have to manage this, fix this, spin this. I can’t let past Rachel—young, reckless, foolish—destroy future Rachel’s life.

“What are you going to do?” Yumi asks.

“I don’t know.” The path forward is unclear. As Yumi knows, my usual impulse would be to confront everyone, clear the air, make sure all is set right. “Miguel thinks we should just let it all go. He returned the bracelet to Holly this morning. He says everything else is in the past.”

“He’s not wrong,” Yumi says. I look up to see concern in her face. “I know that if it were Ryan, I wouldn’t want him tangled up in a police investigation.”

“I don’t want that either. Anyway, that would never happen with Ryan.” Her son, like my Zach, just finished his sophomore year in college, and he is the last kid who would break into neighbors’ houses. But while Zach sailed through school getting As in AP classes, editing the school newspaper, and running cross-country, Ryan struggled. He’d always been shy, but his anxiety had ballooned after his parents’ divorce and Yumi’s illness. High school was tough for him. I know it was a big relief for Yumi that he even went out of state to school, and she was thrilled when he finally made friends.

“There’s something to be said for letting sleeping dogs lie,” Yumi says. “I mean, Rachel’s headed to Georgetown in a few months. I don’t know, maybe I shouldn’t have said anything to you.”

“What? No, I’m glad you did. We have to promise to tell each other the whole truth.” I look her in the eye. “Even if it’s brutal.”

She smiles. “Deal. Even if it’s brutal.”

In the close to twenty years I have lived in this neighborhood, I’ve had all kinds of friendships. Ones that only lasted the length of the tennis season and ones that I thought would last forever but splintered apart after a few years. I can count on one hand the people I could call at three in the morning, confessing I had just been arrested, who would empty their bank accounts to come bail me out. Yumi is one of them. I helped her through her divorce several years ago, and she helped me move my parents from New York down to Florida. Many times we’ve sat with each other over the years as we took turns crying.

That’s why her keeping this from me feels so strange. She just wouldn’t do it. But the alternative makes no sense at all. Why in the world would she lie about seeing Rachel?

“Don’t do anything rash, Caren. Promise me.”



After walking Kugel home, I loop back through the neighborhood, the conversation I had with Yumi still echoing in my head. It’s left me with a strange feeling, like she wasn’t being honest with me. But maybe I just don’t like what she had to say because it resurrected the gnawing worries about Rachel that have been dormant this past year. The questions curl at the edges of my thoughts like smoke: Do I bring it up when Rachel gets home from her trip? Or do I just let it go? She’ll only be here for a couple days before heading off to sleepaway camp, the one she’s been going to since she was ten, this time as a counselor. Do I want to waste what little time I have with her dredging up secrets and guilt? I don’t relish revisiting my role as bad cop. God, I really don’t.

I crash hard once I get home—emotional fatigue mixed with exhaustion from the concussion—and wake up hours later, groggy and sprawled out on the living room sofa, the kind of nap that leaves your limbs heavy and your mind murky. Still, I drag myself to Wagshal’s Market with a plan to pick up a few of Rachel’s favorites like chocolate Berger Cookies and a container of their chicken curry salad.

I park in front of the CVS next to Wagshal’s, still shaking off sleep, and I’m just swinging my legs out of the car when I see Holly Stone. She’s coming out of the store with her little boy trailing behind, a wiry kid who looks like he might be in first grade. Maybe second? Hard to tell. Ever since Zach and Rachel aged out of elementary school, I’ve lost my ability to guess kids’ ages.

I click the lock on my car and walk quickly over as she opens the back door of her SUV for her son.

“Hi,” I say cautiously. I know how young moms don’t like to be approached in public spaces. “I’m Caren Costa. You emailed me about the bracelet? I run the yard sale.”

She turns, eyes scanning my face before something clicks. “Oh yes, right. Hi.”

“My husband, Miguel, got the bracelet back to you okay?”

“He did. Thank you for responding.” Her smile is polite but forced. “Finally.”

“Finally?” I echo, confused.

She shuts the back door with a solid thunk and moves to open the driver-side door, clearly ready to end the conversation. But then she pauses and looks over her shoulder at me.

“You know you’re lucky we didn’t go to the police. My husband was urging me to call them. But I don’t have the time or the bandwidth.” She glances at her kid in the back seat in case I’m not getting it: She’s a busy mom with a young kid. “I’m just glad to have my bracelet back. But I was getting fed up with being blown off.”

The barely concealed hostility in her voice stuns me.

“Blown off? Who blew you off?”

Holly lets out a dry laugh. “I mean, how many emails do I have to send?”

I blink. “I only remember getting the one email.”

She shrugs, already halfway into the driver’s seat. “Well, either your email is broken or your memory sucks.”

The door slams with finality. I jump, just a bit, heart rate ticking up. Her words sting. Did her emails fall into one of those memory gaps from Saturday night? No. If she’d emailed me last week, I would remember.

I tap on her window before I can stop myself. She rolls it down, eyebrows raised in annoyance.

“I’m sorry to keep bugging you, but are you sure it was me you contacted?” I ask. “Not the Facebook page?”

She sighs, all weary exasperation. “Look, I don’t know. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I DM’d the Facebook group, but who cares? The point is, I was patient. I reached out. More than once.”

She doesn’t wait for me to respond. Her engine revs, and I step back instinctively, the sidewalk catching the soles of my sandals as she peels out and drives off. Her SUV disappears down Massachusetts Avenue, leaving nothing behind but the faint smell of exhaust.

I stand there stunned. I never saw a Facebook message. But then again, I’m not the only person with moderator rights on the page. Several other people have them. Yumi runs the whole group, but she lends people moderator rights as needed.

Like Kenya and me, every spring, for the yard sale.






ONE YEAR AGO


The movie hadn’t been great, but Tori sat through the credits until the screen went black and she was the only person left in the theater. She nursed a familiar ache in her chest—the one that came from being surrounded by couples and from watching fictional people fall in love while her own life felt as blank as the screen. She had no one to talk to these days, only Cyrus.

She drove home with the windows sealed, the AC cranked up. It was early June in the Washington area; the temperatures eased a bit in the evening but the humidity was still brutal. She got to Eastbrook just past eleven PM, winding through suburban streets devoid of people.

Tori turned onto her block and felt the familiar weight settle in her sternum. The house was just as she’d left it—dark, still, pristine. What did she expect? That after a night at the movies it would magically transform into a cozy cottage complete with a cute guy in a cable-knit sweater? It could never feel like home now, not after the embarrassing scene with the Allards at the cathedral’s Flower Mart last month.

Those people were her neighbors, her landlords—there was no avoiding them.

Tori typed in the code to the door, and the latch stuck as it always did. Tonight the resistance annoyed her more than usual. She knew she wouldn’t text Jo about it, or anything else that was wrong with the house. Nothing felt right about this place anymore, but she was stuck here since her ex was paying for housing as part of the divorce settlement. She jiggled it hard, felt the click, and pushed open the door.

Inside, the house yawned wide and cold.

She didn’t bother turning on the lights right away. Her eyes were used to the dark. The entryway spilled into the living room—floor-to-ceiling windows on one wall, a gray wool rug under the coffee table, the faint glint of Leo’s favorite blue water bottle catching a sliver of moonlight. Was he missing it now? Did he miss her?

Even though she knew he would be gone until tomorrow afternoon, she still half expected to hear the creak of a step upstairs. The thud of a soccer ball in the hallway.

Tori dropped her keys in the ceramic bowl on the hall table and kicked off her shoes instead of tucking them into the hidden shoe closet Jo had so cleverly installed. Why bother, she thought, and turned toward the kitchen. When you’re alone, nothing really matters. Maybe a glass of wine to help her sleep, she thought, flicking on the kitchen light, and perhaps a piece of dark chocolate. A little reward for making it through another week.

That’s when she felt it.

A subtle shift in the air’s temperature. As if someone had opened a window and forgotten to close it.

She stopped moving and listened, her hand hovering near the refrigerator door.

There was a sound—barely a sound, but enough. A floorboard? A breath?

Every hair on her arms lifted.

Her voice caught, but she managed a tentative, “Hello?”

Nothing.

Her mind ran through the possibilities. Her ex? No, he didn’t have the key. Maybe Autumn hadn’t gone to stay with college friends in DC for the weekend after all. That had to be it. She had changed her mind and returned. But what was she doing upstairs?

“Autumn? Is that you?” She took a slow step back toward the front door, her mind racing. Had she locked it behind her? She couldn’t remember. “Autumn? You there?”

Then—a movement from the back hallway.

A figure burst into view, rushing toward her. A boy in a black hoodie, his sneakers scuffing the polished wooden floors as he sprinted past, his wiry limbs in a blur. As he crashed past her, one of his shoulders slammed into her arm hard enough to spin her half around.

“Hey!” she gasped, but he was already gone, the front door flung open, footsteps pounding down the path and into the night.

She turned back toward the hallway, her chest heaving.

And then she saw him.

Another boy, half-lost in the shadows just beyond the kitchen threshold.

Not moving. Not running.

“Yo, you okay?” His voice was low, coaxing, almost tender. As he emerged from the darkness, he pulled his hood back. The dim light illuminated his features—young, sharp, familiar.

Tori’s breath hitched. She should have screamed, backed away, reached for something sharp or heavy. But his expression wasn’t threatening. It was raw concern, etched plainly across his brow, a person who hadn’t learned to hide his feelings yet.

“You’re Van, right?” she asked. “Van Allard.”

He nodded, stepping forward. “You’re bleeding.”

Her eyes dropped to her hands. A thin rivulet of blood was working its way down between her knuckles, catching the kitchen light in an almost beautiful way. She hadn’t even felt it. “I must’ve … when he—” But the words collapsed before they could get out.

Van took a slow step toward her, as if she were a deer and he knew exactly how close he could get without spooking her. “Come on,” he said softly. “Let’s rinse it off.”

She didn’t stop him. She let herself be led to the kitchen sink. The faucet screeched a little as he turned the handle, letting the water run until it turned warm. His hands—larger than she expected, rough with youth and sports and whatever boys did—guided hers under the stream.

She looked up at him. Up close, he was startling—tall like his father, with that same burnished golden skin. But with the long-lashed hazel eyes of his mother and a jawline that lent him a defiant air. I bet he gets away with murder, she thought.

Tori yanked her hand back, grabbed a paper towel, and pressed it to the cut with more force than necessary. “I’m fine.”

“You got a Band-Aid somewhere?” he asked.

“I said I’m fine.” Her tone was clipped. She was the adult, he the interloper. She needed to establish her authority. Oh, what she could do with this little situation. Imagine! Call the police? Have them arrest Van Allard? That would make a delicious neighborhood scandal.

“Yeah, you keep saying you’re fine, but…”

Tori stepped back, trying to escape his force field. “What are you doing in my house? Do you have the code? Did you get it from your parents?”

The shrug he gave affirmed this. “You’re not gonna tell them, are you?”

She barked out a surprise laugh. “Tell them what? That their son let himself in to their tenant’s house? That’s illegal you know. I could call the police.”

The mirth vanished from his face. “Please don’t. It would be a nightmare. Like, next-level bad. We were just fooling around. It was stupid. We thought no one was home.”

“That doesn’t make it okay, you know.”

“I know.” He hung his head.

She wondered if he knew about her, what had happened with his dad. Not that she expected parents to share that kind of gossip with a child. You know the lady we’re renting to? Daddy was helping her with some household stuff and she tried to hook up with him. But maybe they’d just poisoned the well in quieter ways. Whispered slights. Tension thick enough to taste. Parents could turn children against people in subtle ways. She saw it all the time in her practice.

“Why are you here?” she asked, her voice wavering. “Did you and your friend target my house? Just because your parents own this doesn’t give you the right to come in.”

His face went blank. “What? No, I swear. We just thought—it was dark. It looked empty.”

“So you broke in?”

His hand raked through his shaggy hair, making it stick up in every direction. “Yeah. I know. It’s dumb.”

“If you know it’s dumb, why do it?”

“I don’t know. For the thrill, I guess. There’s something about being inside someone’s house when they’re not there.”

She didn’t say a word, certainly not that she recognized the urge. It was the same one that drove her to study psychology. She wanted to crawl inside people’s innermost thoughts because she didn’t know how to get close in any real way. Intimacy was something she had to study, because it wasn’t something she ever lived. In graduate school, it was such a common trait among future psychologists that they had a name for it—me-search.

“I’ll do whatever you want.” He looked up at her. “Please don’t tell my parents. They will freak out.”

There was something in his voice, a combination of fear of and contempt for his parents, that made her pause. It pleased her. The Allards, with their fancy house and cars, their sense of entitlement, had an Achilles’ heel. And he was standing in her kitchen, pleading with her.

“When I was in high school,” she said slowly, “I used to sneak into nearby pools to go swimming.” That wasn’t quite true. It had happened once, when she was dating a boy who had a large social circle. It had been a night of revelations—that people had immense yards with lighted pools, that her classmates were taking these kinds of chances, and that they were having so much fun.

“Skinny-dipping?” His grin was wicked. How quickly his mood changed.

“Of course.”

“That’s awesome. These days everyone has cameras.”

“You’re lucky I don’t.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

“It’s only a matter of time until you get caught,” she said. “If you get arrested, it could ruin your whole future. Of course, you’re a minor.”

“I’m not. I’m eighteen. I’ll be nineteen in July.”

“And you’re a senior?”

“Ever hear of redshirting?” he asked. “It’s when they hold kids with summer birthdays back, especially boys.”

“Why would your parents do that?”

He shrugged. “Gives you an edge in sports. Stronger, bigger. Did you ever get caught? When you were sneaking into pools?”

She thought about that for a second—about that one humid night in high school. It felt like ages ago. How a boy had picked her up at her apartment in Norfolk and driven her back to his lush green neighborhood in nearby Virginia Beach. She had loved being part of that pack of wild suburban kids. How they had scaled the fence of a house they thought was empty, stripped down, and dove into the pool. How the neighbor’s porch light had flicked on, breaking the spell, and they’d all scattered into the darkness of those streets, breathless and high on adrenaline. “No,” she said cautiously. “I never got caught.”

“See? And you turned into a totally respectable adult living in Bethesda.”






EIGHTEEN


I wander around the house, obsessively checking that everything is perfect for Rachel’s return. Fresh flowers on her nightstand, her pillow signed by all her tennis teammates sitting on her neatly made bed. My phone sits in my back pocket in case Kenya calls. I’ve called. Texted. I left a message that danced around the truth—no mention of the bracelet or Holly’s disturbing words in the parking lot. Just a vague plea for help with the yard sale.

Still, nothing from Kenya.

Despite not feeling hungry, I force down a sandwich for dinner. With Miguel staying late at the office, I turn to the local news, but the blur of faces and words does little to distract me from my thoughts. When someone knocks at the door, I practically jump off my stool. I rush to the door, certain it’s finally Kenya with some answers, but the silhouette through the frosted glass is too tall, too slender.

Jo Allard stands on the doorstep, a leather tote slung over one shoulder, holding out a bouquet of pink peonies.

“Ciao, Caren! I am so sorry about what happened! And after our party.” Uninvited, she sweeps past me in a cloud of flowery perfume and air-kisses the side of my face. Jo is sleek, muscled from Pilates, and deeply tanned despite it being only June, her blond hair hitting chin level in the kind of bob that needs to be trimmed every four weeks. I instinctively pat my own shoulder-length hair, feeling the telltale frizz of humidity and neglect. One more reminder of my life spinning out of control since Saturday night.

“These are for you!” She thrusts the peonies at me.

“Thank you, you really shouldn’t have.”

“I left town on Sunday afternoon and didn’t get back until last night, and that’s when I heard.” She cocks her head to one side with practiced concern, but her taut face betrays no emotion. “How are you? Concussions are no joke.”

“I’m doing better, thanks.” The lie slips out automatically, a shield against her scrutiny.

“Very scary stuff. Especially at our age. Did you know that menopause can worsen the symptoms of a concussion?”

“No.” I grimace. “Thanks for telling me, I guess?”

“Sorry, that’s probably not helpful. I just hope Miguel is taking good care of you. We simply can’t drink the way we used to. Daniel blames himself for pushing you to do that shot. Citronelle is a lot stronger than people realize.”

I bristle, heat flushing my neck. “It wasn’t the citronelle. I didn’t drink too much.”

Jo pats my hand with artificial sympathy. “No, of course not. I simply meant, at our age, if you’re not very careful—”

“I wasn’t drunk, Jo.”

Jo’s mouth puckers as if she’s tasted something sour. It’s a look I’ve seen a hundred times before—the prelude to her special brand of cruelty masked as honesty. “Caren, sweetie. You were tipsy. The Fosters saw you stumble.” The condescension drips from every syllable. “You hit your head and blacked out. I understand that it’s hard to face, but no one’s judging you. We all love you.”

My heartbeat thunders in my ears. I wave the bouquet with such force that petals float to the floor. I have to battle the urge to smack her with it. “I better put these in water. Thank you for bringing them.”

I wrench open the screen door, an unmistakable invitation for her to exit. Once she is through and standing on my stoop, I pivot sharply and stalk to the kitchen, my footsteps heavy with anger. I find a glass vase, slam it in the sink, and crank the faucet. The sound of the rushing water drowns out my own ragged breathing. I lay the flowers on a cutting board, seize my biggest knife, and savagely chop off their ends. That small violent act sends a ripple of dark satisfaction through me. I do it again, harder this time.

Back at the sink, I plunge the flowers into the vase, overflowing with water from the running faucet. To think I once counted Jo as one of my closest friends. When all the kids were little—Zach and Rachel, Van and Eloïse, Ryan and Noah too—we four moms would spend countless hours in the backyards, drinking and talking while the kids ran under sprinklers or scooped out pumpkins for Halloween. I confided in Jo and Kenya, and Yumi shared too. And Jo revealed that she wasn’t always a Real Housewife from Bethesda, Maryland. Her roots were working-class Long Island, where her extended family worked as fishermen and firefighters. But all that changed once they had real money.

The Allards have always been well-off, the way many in the neighborhood are. Sure, there are plenty of average government workers and teachers among Eastbrook’s residents, but every block boasts lawyers, consultants, and corporate executives who bring home mid to high six figures. Still, there is a tacit agreement that we are upper middle class, not rich. Most of us send our kids to public schools, we drive nice cars, but nothing too flashy. We pretended to be aghast that the new coffee shop was selling an eight-dollar iced latte even though we could all afford it.

But when Daniel’s father died, the Allards stopped pretending. He’d owned a pharmaceutical company in France, and the money that came to the Allards transformed them. The change was almost overnight. Daniel left his job at the law firm and took up wine collecting. They stopped going to the Outer Banks for their summer vacation and instead bought a house in Provence. Everyone could feel it: The Allards were just biding their time in the neighborhood until the kids graduated from high school.

As soon as I shut off the faucet, I hear a rustling sound coming from the dining room.

I freeze, water dripping from my fingers. “Hello?”

The rustling stops. Heart pounding, I wipe my wet hands on the side of my pants and move cautiously to the dining room, where I see Jo. She got back in the house without my hearing.

“Jo. What are you doing? I thought you left.”

She looks up from the plastic box that contains the ziplock bags of jewelry, caught in the act but utterly unashamed.

“Oh, just peeking at what’s on sale this year. You and Kenya do such a remarkable job.” Her smile is all teeth, like an attack dog snarling.

“It’s all up on the Facebook page,” I say, crossing my arms.

“I don’t know how you two do it. I have been so busy with Eloïse graduating—parties, dinners, sports banquets. I guess it’s easier when your kids don’t join as many things.” One manicured hand flies to her mouth in mock horror. “I didn’t mean to imply anything. Rachel has her tennis after all. And she was recruited as a walk-on at Georgetown. You must be over the moon.”

Suddenly I am bone-weary of Jo and her psychological warfare. I want her gone. “It’s time to go—”

“This is why I came back.” With one fluid motion she pulls a small black box out of her leather tote and hands it to me. “I almost forgot. A little something for Rachel.”

Tentatively, I take the box. “You shouldn’t have,” I say. And I mean it.

“Just a trifle. And you can tell Rachel it’s vintage. I know she only likes secondhand things.” She winks at me. “Ciao.”

She slips by me and out of the house before I can respond. I rush to the door and bolt it, then press my eye to the peephole, watching until her sleek figure disappears from view. Only when I am sure she’s truly gone do I collapse on the couch, still holding the mysterious black box. Inside is a familiar robin’s-egg-blue cloth pouch that I recognize instantly as Tiffany. My fingers tremble as I withdraw a small silver tennis racket with a tennis ball attached to the end. I stare at it, uncomprehending at first, but after a minute of searching on my phone I learn what it is. A key chain—a cult item, discontinued several years ago and reselling for about three hundred and fifty dollars.

I didn’t even get Eloïse a card.

As I place the gift back in the pouch and return it to the box, a folded-up note that was tucked into the top of the box flutters to my lap.

I carefully unfold the thick cream paper.

Can’t wait to see you play at Georgetown next year! xo Jo and Daniel

The words swim before my eyes. And what had Jo said? That Rachel only likes secondhand things? Was that an oblique reference to the stolen bangle? Jo doesn’t do anything by accident. This key chain isn’t just a gift to my daughter, it’s a message.

But what is she trying to say?






NINETEEN


Finn stares at the tiles on the rack in front of him, ordering them first by suit and then by number, his fingers twitching with barely contained anxiety. Paula put him at the card table by the fireplace, in a seat where he has a good view of the second table across the room.

An hour ago, right after he got home from work, his landlady gave him a crash course on mah-jongg, teaching him to identify dots, bams, and craks and their respective jokers. Now he slides his flower tiles to the left end of his rack like she taught him and glances at the long trifold card in front of him, filled with this year’s hands. The numbers and letters seem to swim before his eyes, blurring under the weight of his impatience.

“Someone with your background in informational science will pick it up right away,” Paula told him, her voice low and conspiratorial. “It’s about patterns. Seeing patterns and pivoting when you have to. Just like what we’ll be doing this evening. We’ll be listening to the chatter and looking for an anomaly.”

“What anomaly are we looking for exactly?”

“I can’t say,” Paula said. “But we’ll recognize it when we hear it.”

Then the doorbell rang and the first guests entered, a tidal wave of perfume and chatter washing over him.

He sits at a table with Paula, Kenya Williams, and an older woman named Bonnie with short silver hair and glasses, their practiced movements making him feel like an intruder in some arcane ritual. Across from him, Bonnie frowns at the tiles in front of her. “I’ve got nothing.”

“You always say that,” Paula says. “Then you mah-jongg.”

Finn glances at the other table across the room, his gaze lingering on the women there, noticing they are all much younger. They chatter like birds about summer camps, vacations, and the pool without stopping for breath. He recognizes two of them from the library, where they bring their small children, and wonders if they recognize him as well.

“Here you go.” Kenya passes him three tiles, face down. “And thanks for washing Rosie. She loves rolling in stinky things.”

“Of course.” He takes the three least desirable tiles from his own rack and passes them on, his mind racing. He’s unsure how playing mah-jongg with these women is going to help him get any answers about Autumn, although he appreciates the chance to spend some time with Kenya. The one question he’d love to ask her would be impossible to pose—what was the text conversation with Miguel Costa about? Maybe there is some way he can bring it up innocently.

Finn dismisses the thought. There’s no subtle way to say he was snooping.

After they pass their tiles and begin play, Finn tries his hardest to just enjoy the game, though his heart isn’t in it. Threes, sixes, and nines dominate his rack, and he recalls his landlady’s advice to focus on one neighborhood of the mah-jongg card. His fingers drum silently against the edge of the table.

“How’s the garden this year, Paula?” Kenya asks. “It’s been hot, don’t you think?”

“It’s June in DC. It’s always hot,” Bonnie says dryly and tosses a tile. “Five bam.”

“There’s hot and there’s hot,” Kenya says. “My water bill is killing me. But if I don’t water, my hydrangeas droop.”

“That’s why you should go native,” Paula says.

“I want to. Did I tell you what happened?” Kenya asks. “I bought a whole bunch of native plants from American Plant a few weeks ago. But I only had time to plant some of them so I left the others in the driveway for later.”

“Oh, I do that all the time.” Paula pulls a tile. “Mah-jongg!”

Kenya claps as Paula lays all her tiles on the rack.

“Already?” Bonnie groans. “I can never do quints. You need to get a lot of jokers.”

Finn pushes down the feeling of impatience, his leg bouncing beneath the table. This feels like a giant waste of time, and he is annoyed with himself for having let his landlady rope him into this charade of suburban espionage.

They all empty their racks into the center of the table and begin mixing them up. Finn does the same, his mind elsewhere, ruminating about Autumn, asking himself why he still lives in Eastbrook. He should be out living his life. A girl named Ellis who works as a barista at Tatte told him to stop by tonight. She has black, curly hair and a tattoo of a ladybug on her wrist. He’s sure she likes him. He could be there now, flirting, living, but instead he is stuck playing this stupid game, pretending to be a spy.

“This is called washing the tiles,” Paula tells him. Finn glances at his watch under the table. He wonders how much longer he has to stay here before he can make an exit. He decides he’ll play a little longer and then split. Maybe he has time to get to Tatte and see Ellis after all.

The table is silent as they stack the tiles and go through the preliminary passing once again, but as soon as the first tile is discarded, Kenya continues with her plant story. “Anyway, I left the others in the driveway for a few days, in a shady spot, of course, and someone stole them. West wind.”

“No, they didn’t!” Paula says. “Five bam.”

“Why are you so surprised?” Bonnie asks. “That’s the world we live in. People are always posting about their packages being stolen from their stoops. Where are all the jokers? Finn, are you hogging all the jokers?” she asks in a teasing tone.

“Not me,” he says, although he has three jokers sitting on the left end of his rack, not that they are doing him any good.

“I have a trusting nature, I always have,” Kenya says. “I’ve always seen the best in people ever since I was a little girl.”

Finn glances sideways at Kenya. Her left hand is at her neck, the huge diamond on her ring finger glinting off her brown skin as she taps the pearls around her neck with long taupe nails. Polished and sophisticated are words he would use to describe this woman. Trusting is not one of the ones that comes to mind.

“Red dragon,” Kenya says. “I’ll take that.”

“Speaking of American Plant,” Bonnie says. “You’ll never believe who I saw in the houseplant section. Looking at the different types of orchids. I’ll tell you who, that woman that lived in that house. The Allard rental. Tori Price.”

Finn freezes at the mention of Autumn’s former boss. He rubs the tile he is about to discard between his fingers the way he used to play with fidget spinners as a kid when he could barely sit through class.

“Wait, is she the one whose au pair was murdered last year?” Kenya asks. The casual way she says it makes Finn’s jaw clench. It’s hard to listen to them talk about Autumn like this when she was the most important person in his life—after his mother, that is.

“Nanny, not au pair,” Paula corrects her.

“You know the one,” Bonnie says. “She lived in that awful house with her little boy. The nanny was really sweet. I used to see her with that boy all the time at the park.”

Autumn. Sweet. Murdered. The words hammer at Finn’s temples. The room suddenly feels too warm. He takes a swig of sparkling water and shoots Paula a look, but she’s focused on her tiles. Or at least she’s pretending to be.

“So sad.” Bonnie clucks her tongue and tosses a tile. “I think that boy spent more time with the nanny than with his mother.”

“I had heard she moved to California after that poor girl was killed,” Kenya says.

Finn had heard the same thing somewhere, but he hit nothing but dead ends when trying to find the woman.

“I mean, I don’t blame her one bit,” Kenya says. “I couldn’t spend another night there.”

“Turns out she’s still in the DC area,” Bonnie says.

A rush of adrenaline floods his system, making his fingertips tingle. He’s searched for almost a year for Tori Price. He has always believed that she knows more about what happened that night than the police report let on, but she seemed to have disappeared when she moved. It was strange how she simply vanished. When he came back from Autumn’s funeral in North Carolina, the house was empty, a FOR RENT sign out front. He even went so far as to contact the mental-health services group she worked for in downtown Bethesda to see if he could schedule an appointment with her, but they said she had left the practice. And here she is, living close enough that she’s shopping at the plant store only a few minutes’ walk from where he works at the library. The thought gives him chills.

“Hello! Earth to Finn. Your move, hon.” He looks up to see Bonnie staring across the table at him, eyes wide behind her glasses, peering at him like he is an insect under a microscope.

“Oh, sorry.” He tosses out a tile, his hand trembling slightly. “Soap. Or is it white dragon?”

“Either,” Paula says. “So did you say hi to her? At the plant store?”

“Funny, I started to,” Bonnie says as she pulls a tile. “We were practically neighbors. But she wasn’t very friendly even then, and she hasn’t gotten any friendlier. Five crak.” She tosses the tile into the center of the table. “She walked right by me. But I recognized her little boy. Milo.”

“No, his name is Leo.” The words come out of Finn’s mouth before he can stop himself.

All three women stop their play and look at him.

“Well, someone has a good memory,” Kenya says. He turns to look at her and is caught off guard by the steely look in her eye. “How did you know that little boy’s name?”

“Sometimes they came to the library.” Finn feels his face grow warm under her gaze. “Where I work.”

“Anyway,” Paula says. “Poor woman, she must have been terrified. Can you imagine? A murder in your own house?”

“So scary,” Kenya says. “And so random.”

“Maybe,” Bonnie says in a teasing tone that gets Finn’s attention. He looks up at her sharply, suddenly certain that he’s not the only one in this room with ulterior motives. Her eyes are twinkling, and she has the faintest smile on her thin lips, which makes his skin crawl.

“What do you mean ‘maybe’?” Kenya asks. “It was a robbery.”

“You didn’t hear it from me,” Bonnie says in a loud whisper that carries easily across the table. “But the nanny was having an affair.”

Finn catches his breath, a surge of white-hot anger rising in him. His hands grip the glass of sparkling water as he brings it to his lips. Autumn was not seeing anyone. He was sure of it. He would have known.

“You can’t have an affair if you’re single,” Kenya says. “That’s called a relationship.”

“What if it’s with a married man?” Bonnie asks, her eyes gleaming with malicious satisfaction.

Finn chokes on the water and grabs a cocktail napkin, the liquid burning his throat. Paula smacks him on the back. “You okay, Finn?”

He nods, even though he feels like he might start coughing again, his mind racing.

“Maybe we should change the topic,” Kenya says. “Anyone have any summer travel plans?”

Paula nods vigorously. “I’m seeing an old friend in July on the Cape—”

“Why do you think she was having an affair?” Finn interrupts, unable to stop himself, his voice strained. He tosses out a six dot that he needs to win. He doesn’t care about the game anymore. He doesn’t want to win. He wants to know what Bonnie is hiding behind her smug smile.

“I’ll tell you why, as soon as I call that six dot,” Bonnie says, picking up the tile Finn just discarded and laying out three six dots on the top of her rack. She beams, clearly pleased to be the center of attention again. “You know Yumi Klein? Over on Baltimore?”

“The one with cancer?” Paula asks.

“Autoimmune disease,” Kenya says, sitting up straighter. “What does Yumi have to do with this?”

Finn perks up too. One of his side hustles is visiting the farmers market for Yumi, who is very particular about her produce. The street she lives on T-bones Earlston and Allan Road, and from the vantage point of her elevated screened-in porch, she has a view of all the backyards. He’s always wondered if she saw something of note the night Autumn was killed, but hasn’t found a way to ask her.

“You know how her house is kind of higher up?” Bonnie asks, clearly relishing having everyone’s full attention. “And she’s always on that back porch? I was visiting her once, this was about a year ago, right before it happened, and we saw a whole group of kids run from Allan Road through the Allards’ backyard, duck through their hedge and through the yard of the cement house onto Earlston. She said all the neighborhood kids used it as a cut-through to the pool, and then she said, I remember this, she winked and said, ‘Some adults too.’”

The table is silent for a few excruciating moments as everyone waits for Paula to discard. Finn can feel his pulse pound in his ears. The Allards’ backyard. The Prison House. All familiar territory in his pursuit of Autumn’s killer.

“And I said to her, that’s funny, I’ve never seen any man come and go from that house. The cement one.” Bonnie picks up a tile and drops it immediately. “North wind. And she said that’s because he only comes at night and goes straight into the basement apartment entrance. That’s where the nanny lived.”

Finn stares straight ahead, trying not to breathe. He doesn’t know what this means, he’s sure Autumn was not seeing anyone, but it has to mean something.

“Huh, look at that,” Paula says with surprise. “Mah-jongg again!”






TWENTY


Late in the evening, I am sitting in bed listening to an audiobook, because reading still gives me a headache, when I hear the front door open. Suddenly, the quiet house is filled with domestic noise. Kugel starts barking, Miguel calls out to me, and I can hear Rachel fuss over the dog. Those sounds of a family home calm me better than any medication ever could.

I go to the landing and catch Rachel in a hug just as she bounds up the stairs. I hug her with desperate intensity as if she might vanish if I don’t hold her tight enough.

“Welcome home, baby!”

“Careful, I’m stinky,” she says.

I pull back to examine her, taking in every detail. She looks more like me as she gets older except that she’s a few inches taller and has Miguel’s nose. Her dark hair is streaked with gold from the sun, and she’s tan and scruffy looking—as she should be after spending ten days in the outdoors. She practically glows with happiness. The sight of her fills me with relief. She’s here, she’s safe, and she’s untouched by whatever darkness has been circling me the past few days.

“Mom, it was amazing.” She immediately launches into a retelling of the trip, words tumbling out in excited bursts. “So Aida’s aunt lives in Burlington, and she picked us up at the airport, and we spent one night there, and oh my God, Burlington is so cool, and then the next morning she drove us and all our gear to Brandon Gap…”

I pull her into my bedroom by her hand, and we sit on the edge of my bed, where I let her talk nonstop for about twenty minutes. Miguel comes in and folds laundry, listening and watching. Even Kugel joins us, curling up at Rachel’s feet. For a moment, all seems right with the world. I’ve missed this so much I feel like I might cry, the pressure building between my eyes as I struggle to focus only on now, trying to push away the swirling questions that have plagued me.

“You sure you want to turn around and go away in a couple of days?” I say once she has stopped for breath, attempting to mask the desperation in my voice with humor. “You can stay in Bethesda for the summer, get a job at Ledo’s.”

Rachel rolls her eyes. “Funny. I already have a job, remember?”

I nod. I know this. She’s going to be a junior counselor at a tennis camp she’s attended since she was little. “I can match their salary,” I say, hoping it comes off as a joke, but I can feel tears welling in my eyes.

Rachel makes a face, her eyebrows drawing together in concern. “Okay, that’s just weird. Are you all right, Mom?”

Miguel clears his throat. “See any bears in Vermont?”

“Oh, so many bears. Let me show you. Let me get my phone.”

As soon as she rushes out of the room, Miguel walks in front of me, his eyes boring into me. “What was that all about?”

“What? I was joking.”

“Only it wasn’t funny. And it looked like you were about to cry.”

“I guess I like having her home. That’s not so weird, is it?” I drop my legs over the edge of the bed and let my bare feet land on Kugel’s back. The handout from the hospital says that big emotional swings can be one of the effects of a concussion, and that’s what this feels like. Like I’m strapped to some giant pendulum, swinging from despair to nostalgia and back again.

“No. But we don’t want to upset her. We agreed on that.” He stretches out the word agreed for emphasis.

Just then my phone rings and I grab it, grateful for the interruption. It’s Kenya. Finally.

“Hey, sorry I didn’t get back to you earlier. I was at mah-jongg. What’s going on? How can I help?” Though her voice is casual, it sounds forced to me.

“I had a weird conversation with that Holly Stone woman this afternoon. We bumped into each other at Wagshal’s.” I can feel Miguel’s eyes on me, and I turn my body slightly, my back stiffening under his scrutiny.

“What happened?” Kenya’s voice goes up a notch. “I thought Miguel returned her bracelet.”

“Yes, he did. But she claimed that she contacted us several times about the bracelet. I only got the one email. Did you get any messages from her? Maybe a DM on Facebook?” A pause follows, and I close my eyes tight as I wait for her answer. It feels like forever until she speaks again, although I know it’s only a few seconds.

“Oh, right. I did see that she had contacted us through Facebook.”

“I don’t remember seeing any DMs.” I squeeze the phone harder. This doesn’t make any sense. If anything, Kenya overcommunicates. I’ve known this woman for fifteen years, worked with her on the yard sale for eleven, and she’s never met a Google Doc, Excel spreadsheet, or SignUpGenius that she hasn’t blasted my way. During the run-up to the yard sale, it’s not unusual for me to wake to five separate emails from Kenya, a few texts, and a voicemail about trivial matters.

No way she wouldn’t have told me about getting multiple messages regarding a stolen bracelet.

“This is my fault,” Kenya says. “I saw them and put reaching out to her on my list of things to get to, but it slipped my mind.”

“So you did see her messages.” I press harder, hungry for the truth.

“Yes, there were a couple of them, if I recall. I was going to circle back, but then—” Kenya lets out a hearty laugh. “You know how life is. Noah graduating and everything. Parents of seniors should never do the Eastbrook yard sale, am I right? What were we thinking?”

“I guess that clears it up,” I say, unconvinced.

“Yeah, sorry you got sucked into all this. I just dropped the ball.”

I get off the phone to see a frowning Miguel. His face has hardened into a look of distaste.

“Why were you talking to Holly Stone?” he asks, measuring each word carefully.

“What?” I ask, momentarily confused. Then I realize he was listening to my conversation with Kenya. “Oh. I bumped into her outside Wagshal’s. Don’t make it sound weird.” A defensive edge has crept into my voice. “She told me that she reached out to us several times about the bracelet, but no one ever responded. Don’t you think that’s odd that Kenya never told me?” I search his face for a flicker of agreement but there is none.

“Maybe she never got the emails. Maybe they went to spam or junk.”

“She admitted she got them, on Facebook.”

“Admitted?” Miguel knits his eyebrows together. The skepticism in his voice rankles. “Caren, why does this whole bracelet thing matter so much? It’s over.”

“I don’t know, I feel like it’s connected to what happened to me on Saturday night.”

He nods, as if considering this. “True, they both happened to you this weekend, but it doesn’t mean there’s some deeper connection. You’re becoming a little fixated on the bracelet.”

“I’m not fixated.” I sound defensive even to myself.

“Well, what did Kenya say?”

I shrug. “That she saw the messages but forgot about them. She said she dropped the ball.”

Just then Rachel comes bounding in with her phone in one hand and one of the Berger Cookies I bought today in the other. “Sorry, I am starving. Hey, do you guys want to see photos?”

“Sure,” I say, patting the bed next to me.

As I look over my daughter’s shoulder, trying to focus on images of the lush Green Mountains that flicker across her small screen, it hits me—I don’t believe Kenya. That woman has never dropped a ball in her life.

But why would she lie? What is she hiding?

Noah.

The answer comes to me without having to search. She’s protecting Noah. It’s the only thing I can think of that would make her act so irrationally. Make any of us parents do so. It’s what we have in common in Eastbrook—we might be different religions, races, ethnicities. We might have grown up in the mountains, on farms, or in cities. But we all agree on one thing—we’d do anything to help our children, to protect them. I squeeze Rachel’s shoulder hard. When Yumi told me that she thought that she’d seen Rachel with Van, skulking around the backyard, my first thought was How can I protect her from her own mistakes? I would do a lot. I would certainly tell a little white lie to Kenya.

But that only raises another question—what is Kenya protecting Noah from? What exactly has he done?






ONE YEAR AGO


A week after the break-in, Tori sat across from her worried Bethesda mom client, trying to coax the conversation back to the Allards. The woman was a successful vice president of marketing at a tech company, and at this moment was weeping because her daughter had received a B in physics.

“There goes Harvard, Yale, Princeton, and Stanford,” the woman said between sobs. “I’m not even sure she can get into Tufts with a B. And I have worked so goddamned hard.”

Tori nodded mechanically, forcing her attention back on her client’s words, though her own thoughts raced ahead, lining up questions she wanted answered about Jo Allard.

“The worst part is I can’t get her a decent college counselor anywhere,” the woman said, sniffling. “We’ve basically been blacklisted if you can believe that.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” Tori said, in as neutral a tone as she could manage. She was losing her ability to sit and absorb the anxieties of the well-to-do.

“Remember that woman I told you about? Whose kids have suddenly decided to include my daughter in their social circle?”

Tori straightened up. “Yes, I remember. Is she involved in this?”

“This is so petty and stupid, I feel shallow just talking about it.”

“This is your time. Talk about what you want.”

“You’re right. Last year I joined the school’s booster club board. You know, we raise money for athletics—uniforms, field upkeep, things like that.”

“Okay.”

“Well, Jo, that’s her name, she’s on the board and she wanted to hold the annual fundraiser at this very expensive restaurant in Bethesda, like eighty dollars a plate. It had always been held there, but the price kept inching up and I suggested we find a less expensive place that more parents could afford. I mean, eighty dollars a plate? It’s not really in keeping with the school’s ethos. We are a pretty diverse school, we’re a public school, and yes, some of our students come from higher-income homes, but many do not.”

“Go on.”

“The other board members agreed with me. No biggie, right? Well, she took it as some kind of coup attempt. She froze me out. I was left off emails, Zooms, etcetera. And everyone just went along with it. I resigned. I don’t need that bullshit. So that was last year. This year, I started looking into college counselors and guess what? Both were booked up.”

“Both? There must be more than two.”

“Well,” she scoffed. “There are dozens out there, but there are only two that get results. Everyone knows that. Crimson Edge and IvySelect.”

“And you think this Jo woman had something to do with that?”

“I know she did!” The woman’s eyes widened. “I know for a fact. She basically told me. We were at a party last weekend and she said, ‘Oh, I hear you’ve been having some trouble finding a college counselor. I hear Montgomery County Community College is offering some free prep courses online.’ Can you believe that? The local community college!”

“So you think she was able to get these in-demand counselors to turn you away?” Tori wasn’t sure what to think. It sounded absurd, over the top. But she wanted to believe it. She wanted to believe the absolute worst about Jo. “Tell me more.”

A few hours later, filled with enough trash talk about Jo for her mind to chew on for days, Tori stood in the parking lot of Rodman’s in DC loading her groceries into the trunk. Professionally speaking, Tori should have explored why her patient was so obsessed with a woman she barely knew. It wasn’t healthy. But Tori’s ethics had taken a little holiday during the session as her patient turned out to be a gold mine of gossip and innuendo about the Allards. In fact, it had taken all of Tori’s strength to maintain a neutral demeanor and not cackle with glee at some of the more outlandish stories.

Like Daniel Allard donating a case of Echezeaux Grand Cru for the music department’s silent auction, then winning it himself with a bid of twelve thousand dollars, which Jo made sure everyone knew. Or Eloïse’s sweet sixteen where every guest received an iPad with a picture of Eloïse as the home screen. And the Allards paying for the entire Bethesda–Chevy Chase sailing team to go to Antigua for spring break training last year.

“That’s a lot of wine you got there.”

The voice sent an electric current along her spine. She looked up to see Van Allard standing next to her car, nodding at the case of bottles in her cart. She was taken off guard by his sudden appearance. She wasn’t expecting to see him here. It was almost as if she had conjured him by obsessing over his family.

“It’s cheaper if you buy a dozen bottles,” she said. “You get ten percent off the case.” She sounded nervous, unsure of herself, and she despised herself for it. Why should this entitled prodigal son have any power over her?

“Sure.” He smiled, the curve of his lips triggering a shameful warmth in her. “That’s what they all say.” He pulled a bottle from the case, his fingers brushing against hers for the briefest of moments. The contact burned like fire. “Sancerre, huh?”

“You a wine fan?” Like your dad? she almost added. She tried to sound casual, detached.

“My parents like wine. I prefer whiskey.”

She laughed. “You do not.”

“Nah, not really. But I do like Jack and Coke.” He returned the bottle and then picked up the case with ease. He nestled it into her trunk, his muscles flexing beneath his thin tee. She found herself staring, transfixed.

He straightened up. “No need to tip me, ma’am. But you can buy me a Jack and Coke sometime, if you want. You know, to celebrate.”

“Celebrate what?”

“I just graduated. I’m done with high school. I’m a free man.”

“Congrats.” She laughed again, this time with a nervous edge. He was cocky as hell. A week ago he had broken into her house, and here he was now cracking jokes, and—was he flirting with her? The realization made her stomach drop, a mix of alarm and forbidden excitement coursing through her veins. She was old enough to be … well, if not to be his mother, at least nothing appropriate.

“Not a big Jack and Coke fan,” she said. “More of a Manhattan girl.”

“You offering to make me one?”

He held her gaze with an intensity that nearly took her breath away. Yes, he was flirting. And worse—so much worse—she was responding to it, her body betraying her with quickened breath and flushed cheeks. The parking lot suddenly felt exposed, as if every shopper could see the inappropriate thoughts flashing through her mind.

“I’d better go,” she said, reaching for the cart to return it, desperate to escape before she did something unforgivable.

He pulled it out of the way at the last second, and she stumbled, off-balance, falling against him. His body was solid, warm—real in a way that brought home how long it had been since she was with a man.

“Whoa,” he said, helping her straighten up, his hands lingering on her arms a beat too long. Time seemed to stop. She was closer to his body than she’d been to any man since the divorce.

Except his father, Daniel.

The thought sobered her up like a slap, bringing with it a flood of guilt and shame. What was she doing? This was the Allards’ son. Legally an adult or not, it was madness. If Jo was angry when she thought Tori had put the moves on Daniel, what would she do if she saw this? Or heard about it from one of the neighbors?

“I better go. My son, Leo, is waiting for me.” Her voice was shaky, as unsteady as her resolve.

Tori hoped mentioning Leo to Van would be like splashing ice-cold water on his face, a reminder of the impossible gulf between them—her responsibilities, her age, her baggage. But Van didn’t blink, his eyes holding hers with an intensity that made her feel both seen and exposed.

“Hey, thanks for not saying anything to my parents about the other night. I owe you.”

“It’s no big deal.” She sounded just like one of the adolescent girls she saw in her practice. Everything was no big deal. Or not that deep. But this was deep—dangerously so. This was an attraction that could destroy what little stability she’d managed to rebuild after her divorce.

“Whatever.” He grinned at her, that same cocky smile. His secret weapon.

She got in her car and drove away feeling foolish, her knuckles white from gripping the steering wheel. In her rearview mirror, she could see him still standing there, watching her go. Her cheeks burned with equal parts shame and exhilaration. She wasn’t like her mother, so desperate for male attention that she would jeopardize everything for a hit. She was a therapist—she ought to know better than this. She should be able to identify and shut down these inappropriate feelings.

Yet, as she turned off Western and into the Eastbrook neighborhood, she allowed herself to enjoy the fantasy. Not just of being with Van, but of taking him from Jo and Daniel’s hermetically sealed, perfectly curated world. They could micromanage every detail of their children’s lives—from their friends to their academics—but Tori could shatter that sense of control in one night.

She tapped on her phone. “What do you think, Cyrus? Should I use Van to get to the Allards? I mean, I wouldn’t use him, he’s obviously interested. And he is an adult.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake! You’re doing that thing again—you know, that thing where you talk yourself into something your gut already told you was sketchy?”

Tori felt like she’d been slapped. This was not the answer she had been expecting. She had trained Cyrus to support her, not judge her. If she wanted to be judged, she would call her mom. At a stop sign she deleted the conversation with Cyrus and started a new one. Tori was explicit this time when she told Cyrus what she wanted—a ride-or-die friend who always had her back. She asked the question again, slightly differently, and waited for the response.

“If this is really what you want,” Cyrus intoned. “And I mean REALLY want, not just what feels good in the moment—then heck yeah, do it! You’re a grown woman who gets to make her own choices.”

That feels better, Tori thought. I am a grown woman who can make her own choices.

And this might be what I really want.






TWENTY-ONE


“I think you were right about Van.” The bright morning light streaming through Yumi’s porch windows makes my head throb.

“How so?” she asks.

“I had the weirdest conversation with Kenya last night.” I press my fingertips against my temples, trying to ease the persistent ache I woke up with. “She said she had gotten messages from…” The woman’s name slips away like water through a sieve. A flash of panic hits me—these memory lapses are becoming terrifyingly common.

“Holly?” Yumi prods gently, her eyes crinkled with concern.

“Yes. Holly.” I feel relief mingled with frustration. “I just couldn’t remember. That damn concussion.” I take a sip of my iced tea, sick of hearing myself complain about my head injury. “Anyway, the more I think about it, the weirder it feels. Kenya forgot she got several messages?” I meet Yumi’s gaze directly. “I don’t think so.”

“You think she’s lying? To protect Van?” Yumi asks.

I shrug. “Is there any chance that Noah was there too? That’s the only thing I can think of. You know how Noah used to follow Van around when they were in middle school. Remember?”

“I guess.”

“He made him jump in the Little Falls creek after it rained, when it was full of sewage, remember?” I am desperate for her to nod in agreement, to confirm my memories. “Kenya was so mad. Do you think Noah might have been there?”

“Sorry, but I don’t.” Yumi takes her chunky glasses off to clean them, rendering her face soft and vulnerable. Her confidence unnerves me. I don’t respond right away, just listen to the chatter of the sparrows in the trees, trying to calm the turmoil inside of me. I don’t want to alienate Yumi.

“You seem pretty sure.”

“I know what I saw. Van was with a girl.” She puts her glasses back on and gestures toward the wide expanse of back lawns that are visible from the porch. “Anyway, Noah’s a good kid. You don’t want to drag him into anything.”

“I’m not dragging him into anything. I just think Kenya’s not being honest with me.”

“Maybe she’s not. But I would leave Noah out of it. Poor kid, I think it must have been hard to live up to Kenya and Shawn’s expectations.”

“You’d know better than I do.” I sound more bitter than I mean to. Yumi recently found a gig as a college counselor and I know she worked with Noah. I also know the job has been a godsend, good pay, insurance, and it allows her to work from home over Zoom.

“I do. You’re right. And believe me when I tell you, he hasn’t had the easiest time of it.”

“He’s doing all right,” I counter. “He’s off to Wharton next year. I just hope he can handle the pressure once he gets there.” I don’t mention that I have the same gnawing worry about Rachel at Georgetown. Will she crumble under the academic pressure? At least she’ll be close if everything falls apart. “It was so much easier when we went to college. Before all this nonsense. I mean, no offense, I just think it was so much simpler.”

“Oh, I agree,” Yumi says. “Believe me. The kids I see, they’re great. But the parents? All they care about is rankings. Not the best fit for their kid, not where their child will flourish or grow. But rankings. Prestige.”

“Zach was easy. Self-motivated. He’s the one who wanted to do well. We had to remind him there was more to life than grades. But Rachel.” I shake my head at the memory of how she shut me out during the application process. She told me I was smothering her. She only wanted to talk to Miguel about college. “Any sense of pushing or pressure from me would make her shut down. I had to back way off. That’s why, and don’t repeat this, we were kind of shocked she got into Georgetown.”

“When I was in high school,” Yumi says, “literally half the kids went to either state school or community college. I could probably count on one hand the kids from my school who went to private colleges.”

“I actually got into Amherst,” I say. “It was my dream school.” The memory still stings a little, even after all these years. I could really use a degree from a brand-name college during my current job search. I’ve seen the way doors open for Miguel with his Princeton degree, watched people’s eyes light up with newfound respect when they learn he attended an Ivy. It’s why I wanted my kids to go to the highest-ranked schools they could. “But we couldn’t afford it, so I went to SUNY-Binghamton, which was considered the best SUNY, whatever that means. I was bitter for a few weeks that I couldn’t go to Amherst.”

“You turned out fine. I turned out fine,” Yumi says.

The words ring hollow. “We both know the world has changed a lot. A college degree isn’t as rare as it once was. So, it’s worth less.”

“True. But the caliber of the student matters. Not the brand name of the school.”

What she doesn’t say is that during Ryan’s last two years of high school, Yumi seemed to spend every ounce of energy on getting him into one of those brand-name schools. It’s really no surprise she became a college admissions counselor. I never held it against her. She was on her own after the divorce, newly diagnosed with a serious illness. She only had Ryan. I didn’t begrudge her pouring every resource she had into helping him launch, especially after his troubles with anxiety. But I didn’t want to be lectured about turning out fine. No one in this neighborhood has ever been satisfied with fine.

“I could see Kenya being afraid I’d find out that Noah had stolen the bracelet,” I say, dragging my thoughts back to Kenya. “Or being with Van when it was stolen. Afraid I might judge her. I’ve worried about people judging me for Rachel’s behavior. But if you’re sure he wasn’t involved…”

Yumi shifts in her seat, the wicker creaking beneath her. “Can I ask, why do you care so much?”

“You sound like Miguel,” I snap, the words sharper than I intended.

“I’m just asking,” Yumi says, holding up her hands in surrender.

“I don’t know why.” That’s not entirely true. Deep down, I know exactly why. “I guess I feel like somehow it’s connected to what happened to me on Saturday night. It doesn’t feel like a coincidence.” The memory of waking up disoriented, my mind a terrifying blank, sends a shudder through me.

“What could that bracelet have to do with you blacking out?”

“I was drugged, Yumi.”

She nods slowly, her expression carefully neutral. “All right. You think Kenya was involved? And that Noah stole that bracelet? Caren, I love you, but I’m hearing you say some pretty strange things. I’m worried about you.”

Her words hurt. My vision blurs, and to my horror, hot tears spill down my cheeks. My body betrays me, emotions flooding through the carefully constructed dam I’ve built.

“Oh honey, I’m sorry,” Yumi says, reaching across the table to squeeze my hand.

“No, it’s not you, it’s me,” I gasp, grabbing a paper napkin and dabbing at my eyes. “Apparently this is a side effect of concussions. Emotional dysregulation.” I take a shaky breath. “Lately I’ve been feeling like I’m about to burst into tears at any moment.” The admission leaves me feeling exposed.

Before Yumi can respond, a figure appears at the porch gate. A young man with a trim russet beard holds up a white bag by its handles. I squint at him, trying to remember where I’ve seen him before.

“Hey, Yumi.” He hoists a large canvas tote, overflowing with the ferny tops of carrots. “Got your purple carrots.”

“Oh, yay! C’mon in, Finn. Do you know Caren?”

And then I remember. The man who found me in the mud. I strain my neck to see him, eager to reconnect. “Hi, Finn.”

“Of course, Caren. Hi,” he says, his gaze lingering on my face. “How are you?”

“Better than when you last saw me, that’s for sure,” I say, my voice unnaturally bright. Can he see I’ve been crying? Self-consciousness burns through me. I turn away and look at Yumi. “Finn’s the one who found me on Sunday morning.” I look back at him. “You live in the neighborhood? At Paula’s?”

“Yes. I rent her basement apartment. I work nearby, at Little Falls Library.” Finn places the tote on the table and takes a seat in the wicker chair opposite me. “Hoping to get my master’s in library science.” He pulls out a package wrapped in tinfoil from the bag. “This is from Paula. Lemon blueberry pound cake. She made me promise to tell you it’s gluten free and dairy free.”

“My favorite! Lemon blueberry,” Yumi says, brightening. “Have some iced tea. You look hot.”

“It is hot out there. It feels like it’s ninety already. But it’s cooler up here. It’s like you’re in the trees.”

“Thank you. I designed it like that,” Yumi says, pride evident in her voice. “I planted that birch ten years ago, and that serviceberry right after the divorce. I wanted that tree house vibe. And now I spend most of my days out here.”

“Spying on the neighbors?” Finn asks.

Yumi laughs as she peels back the foil covering the pound cake. “I’m not going to lie. People do some pretty funny things when they think no one is looking. I’m not naming names, but a certain middle-aged man likes to pee in the azaleas when he comes home drunk on the weekends.”

“No! Who?” I ask.

“Can’t tell,” Yumi says. “And there’s a certain older woman on Earlston who smokes like a chimney. Like actual old-school chain-smoker. She hides the ciggies in a flowerpot.”

Yumi turns her iced-tea spoon upside down and, using it as a knife, cuts a few slices off the loaf. “Might be a little messy, but who cares, right? Paula’s so sweet.”

“She is a character,” Finn says. “She roped me into playing mah-jongg yesterday.”

“Oh? Who was there?” Yumi asks, suddenly animated. “I used to go to those games, but now I just play online. It’s not the same. You’d get so much neighborhood gossip in person at mah-jongg.”

“So you don’t miss the people, just the gossip?” I tease.

“Of course,” Yumi says without missing a beat. “Why do you think I took over moderating the neighborhood Facebook group? I hate being left out.”

“Well, I was at a table with Paula and Kenya Williams,” Finn says. “And an older woman named Bonnie.”

“I know Bonnie,” Yumi says with a laugh. “You know Bonnie,” Yumi says to me with authority. “She lives a few houses down. She’s the one you hear at five o’clock every day calling for her cat.”

“I know exactly who you mean,” I say. The sounds of a high-pitched voice calling here Taki, Taki are as regular as church bells in Eastbrook.

“And actually there was some gossip last night.” Finn pauses dramatically, something unreadable in his expression. “About you.”

“Moi?” Yumi wiggles a little in her seat. “Do tell. I love a little tea with my tea.”

“Well, it was really about that girl who was murdered last year, the nanny.”

Something flickers across Yumi’s face but is gone so quickly I can’t be sure what I saw. “What about her?”

“Bonnie claimed that you said the nanny was seeing someone.” Finn’s voice is steady, neutral. “Actually, the word she used was ‘affair.’”

Yumi snorts, but there’s tension in the sound. “Bonnie’s a trip. I remember that exact conversation, and I’m quite sure I never said anything about affairs.” Her tone seems a little huffy to me. “I think while she was here, a couple of kids cut through the hedge on their way to the pool, and I mentioned—in retrospect, I probably shouldn’t have even said anything—that I’d seen adults use the same shortcut to visit the house.”

“To the basement entrance, or the front?” Finn asks, his casual tone belied by the intensity in his eyes.

“Does it matter?” Yumi asks, an edge to her voice.

“Yeah, it does matter. It matters a lot.” His words are sharp, out of place among the pleasant scene of cake and tea. Then, more softly, he adds, “I’m sorry, I just need to know if that person was there to see Autumn.”

“Autumn?” I ask. “Did you know her?”

Finn blushes beneath his beard, then drops his head into his hands. Yumi and I exchange a look, and I imagine she is thinking what I am. This isn’t curiosity; this seems personal. When he looks up, his expression is raw with misery. “Okay, all joking aside. I did know her. Autumn was a really close friend of mine. In fact, she moved into this neighborhood and took that nanny job because I told her about it.”

My stomach lurches. A wave of empathy crashes over me. “I’m so sorry,” I whisper.

“Thank you,” he says. “I’ve always felt guilty about it. Telling her to move here.”

“It’s not your fault,” I say. “It was a random robbery.”

He seems to hesitate, weighing something internally, before giving in. “Well, that’s what the police think. A robbery gone wrong.”

“But you don’t believe it?” I say, leaning forward.

He turns to look at me directly. “No. I don’t. And I know it might seem like I’m too close, too emotional. But it doesn’t add up. I’ve always wanted to ask you, Yumi.” He twists in his seat to look at Yumi. “Did you see anything that night? The night Autumn was killed last August?”

“Me? No. Nothing.” The words come out fast.

“Were you on the porch that night?” he presses.

“Maybe? But I didn’t see anything.”

“Huh. What about what Bonnie said? I know for a fact that Autumn wasn’t seeing anyone. She would have told me. Are you sure you saw someone go to the basement entrance? Do you have any idea who? Or when?”

“Whoa, easy there.” Yumi laughs nervously. “It was a long time ago, almost a year. I did see someone go to the basement entrance once or twice that summer but that doesn’t mean they were there to see your friend, right? I wish I could be of more help.”

“I know in my gut it wasn’t a random robbery. But the police just make me feel like I’m crazy.”

His words strike me hard and immediate. Every hair on my body stands on end. “I know exactly what you’re talking about,” I say.

“You do?” He seems surprised, his eyes widening.

“Maybe not exactly. But they don’t believe me either. No one does.”

“I believe you, Caren,” Yumi says defensively, hurt flashing across her face.

“Besides Yumi,” I concede, offering her an apologetic smile.

“Believe you about what?” Finn asks, curiosity and something else—hope?—in his voice.

“About the other night when I blacked out.” My heart pounds against my ribs as I say it. “Everyone thinks I drank too much. The police think I took an Ambien and that the drug, mixed with alcohol, knocked me out. But I didn’t. I don’t know what happened.” My voice breaks on the last word. “When I woke up, I couldn’t remember anything. You’re the one who found me. What do you remember about that morning?”

He glances out the screened window for a moment, his gaze distant before turning back to me. “You were kind of out of it. Disoriented. At first, I thought maybe you had been drinking, but then that didn’t seem quite right. And you slipped and fell in the puddle, like your gait was unsteady.”

“You saw me slip?” Hope surges through me—a witness, someone who saw something real.

“Yeah, I saw you coming out of the house, down the steps, and then veer off the path onto the grass. Then you slipped and fell.”

“I don’t remember coming out of the house at all. I was in the Allards’ rental house?” For the first time since Sunday, I feel a glimmer of hope that I might figure out what happened to me. It strikes me that Finn might understand what it’s like to know something is wrong and have everyone dismiss you. I blink back fresh tears, but these aren’t from frustration—they’re from relief.

“Have you been back since?” he asks me. “It might jog your memory.”

I sit up so quickly that the blood rushes from my head, leaving me momentarily dizzy. “You’re right,” I say, my heart still racing. “I mean, I stopped by the other day, briefly. But at the time I didn’t remember having been inside, so I didn’t go in. I should go back there and look around. I just don’t want to go alone. And I don’t think Miguel would approve at all.”

Finn glances at his watch, the metal catching the sunlight. “I have a little time before I need to be at work,” he says. “If you want me to walk with you, we can swing by the house together.”

Relief floods through me so powerfully that my knees feel weak. “Thank you,” I say.

“No big deal,” he says. But it is a big deal to me—it feels like someone finally throwing me a life preserver when everyone else has been telling me I’m not even drowning.

Finn rises too. “Thanks for the tea and cake,” he says to Yumi, but his eyes flick back to me, an unspoken understanding passing between us. Then his expression shifts, becomes more intent. “Just one more thing. It’s a long shot. A really long shot.” He takes a deep breath, turns to Yumi. “Is there any chance that you remember any of the dates that you saw this guy cut through the hedge and go to the house? Even the month would help.”

Yumi hesitates, her fingers fidgeting with her wedding ring. “I do remember one time, actually,” she says slowly. “Not the exact date, but I remember it was the Saturday of the July Fourth weekend.” She narrows her eyes, as if replaying the scene in her mind. “I was out here, trying to catch a tiny glimpse of the fireworks from the country club.”

I feel Finn stiffen beside me. His expression doesn’t change, but I sense there is significance in what Yumi has just shared. The date matters.

I grab Kugel’s leash and as we step away from Yumi’s patio, I feel a pull to turn back, as if Yumi and I have more to talk about. Something is off between us. We’ve known each other so long that even the slightest disruption in our communication seems meaningful. I want to turn back and ask her what’s going on, why she’s so sure that Noah was not involved with the bracelet. But Finn and I are already down the walkway, moving toward the house where he found me. The pull to discover what happened on Saturday night is stronger than my desire to confront Yumi.

I feel as if I’m crossing an invisible boundary, moving from observer to participant. I don’t know what waits for me at that house, but I’m ready to face it even if it’s ugly.






TWENTY-TWO


As Finn walks beside Caren through the neighborhood, he keeps his mouth shut, sensing the tension rising from her. He learned a lot from Yumi. He didn’t mean to burst out with the truth like that, but keeping it bottled up was torture. Turns out, sharing a truth can elicit a truth in return. He’s sure that Yumi knows more than she admitted, but at least he had a date to check on now, the Saturday before July Fourth of last year, when Yumi saw someone, a man, go to the house. He knows in his gut that it wasn’t Autumn that visitor was coming to see. He just needs to double-check the dates.

And if he’s right, then that means Tori Price had a regular visitor. One who might have mistaken Autumn for Tori the night of the murder. It’s more than he’s learned in the past year, and he wonders if it is more than the police know. He saw Yumi’s name in the files Aziz shared with him. Nothing of note or interest.

But he knows Aziz doesn’t share everything. He doesn’t have to, not just because it’s an ongoing investigation, but because Finn’s not a blood relative. The questions come to him fast, but he’s getting ahead of himself. First things first. Like revisiting the Prison House. What was Caren doing there Sunday morning, disoriented and confused? He steals a glance at her profile—the determined set of her jaw, the slight furrow between her brows. There’s something about her that reminds him of his mom. Not physically, but that same core of stubborn resilience.

She catches him looking at her.

“I’m really sorry about your friend,” she says. “It’s so horrible what happened to her.”

He makes a noncommittal noise.

“Do you want to talk about it?” she asks gently.

The question pierces him like a hot needle. He does want to talk about it. He longs for someone with whom to discuss it. But over the past year he has learned to keep his thoughts to himself. His mom, his friends, Detective Aziz, they all think he has an unhealthy obsession with Autumn’s death.

“I don’t know.”

“What was she like?”

“She was loyal and empathic. Very creative, spiritual.” His fingers instinctively reach for the worn tarot card in his back pocket. “She kind of believed in magic,” he continues, his thumb tracing the edge of the card before carefully tucking it away again. “She loved anything to do with alternate worlds and dragons.” A half smile tugs at his lips, remembering the elaborate fantasy novels stacked beside her bed, the dragon figurines that lined her windowsill. “She would have been a great child psychologist. A great mom.” His voice catches on the last word, at the mention of the future that was stolen from her.

“How did you two meet?”

“In college.” Finn focuses on his breathing, on the rhythm of their footsteps against the concrete. The scent of freshly cut grass fills the air, incongruously cheerful. “Freshman year, we were on the same floor.” He can still picture the narrow hallway, the corkboard covered in flyers for campus events, the smell of burnt popcorn perpetually lingering in the common room. “We were both from North Carolina, so we kind of bonded over that. But it was so much more than that.”

He doesn’t say aloud how Autumn filled the gaping void left by those who couldn’t—or wouldn’t—accept him. How his aunt’s words had sliced through him like razors: “You’ll always be our little girl, no matter what you do to your body.” How his cousins’ silence had felt like its own kind of violence. The memory makes his shoulders tense, his jaw clench momentarily.

College was his salvation. Walking onto campus that first day, heart hammering with terror and hope, he was prepared for rejection. Instead, he found Autumn—and others like her—who saw him completely and loved him anyway. The memory floods him with warmth even now, years later.

“I’m still close with some of my best friends from college,” Caren offers. “But they live far away, one in London and one in LA, so it makes it hard to see them. But if anything happened to them, I’d do what you’re doing. Find the truth.”

There’s something in her tone—an openness, a genuine warmth—that catches Finn off guard. Tension he has been carrying eases from his shoulders. They pass beneath the dappled shade of a massive oak tree, sunlight filtering through the leaves and dancing across the sidewalk. In that moment, he feels the sudden, unexpected urge to tell her everything.

Usually, he keeps his history close, a private truth he shares only when necessary. But Caren doesn’t feel quite like a stranger anymore, not really. Not after she trusted him with her vulnerability, her fear about what happened to her that night.

He walks in silence for several heartbeats, weighing his words carefully. Memories of Autumn flood his mind—how she knew him before. Before the surgery, when each breath was a battle against the constriction of his binder, lungs never quite filling completely, ribs aching constantly. Before, when he used to hunch his shoulders forward, trying to disappear inside oversized hoodies, when speaking above a whisper felt like betrayal, his high voice a constant reminder of what didn’t match.

He remembers the bone-deep exhaustion of those days, the mental gymnastics required just to get through each hour. And he remembers Autumn, sprawled on the thin dorm carpet beside him, making him laugh so hard he’d snort—a sound of pure, unguarded joy he’d only ever let slip around Mom back home.

The memory gives him courage. He takes a deep breath, the air sweet with the scent of someone’s flowering roses.

“She’s more than a friend. She’s like family to me. I’m trans,” he says, the words coming out steadier than he’d expected. “And Autumn was there for me every step of the way.” He casts a sideways glance at Caren, his heart quickening despite himself. “She was there when I had surgery, when I went to court to legally change my name. For everything.”

The knot in his chest tightens slightly at saying this aloud—not from shame, but from the weight of all Autumn had been to him, all he had lost when she died.

“Wow. I get that,” Caren says, her expression softening. A beat passes before her eyes widen slightly. “So, hold on, you’re trans? I had no idea.”

A familiar warmth spreads through Finn. He can’t help but smile, the tension in his body easing. “That’s kind of the goal. You could say I’m semi-stealth. It’s not a secret, but I don’t go around telling randos. And please, don’t call me brave. It’s the least interesting thing about me.”

“Cool,” she says, with refreshing casualness. “Well, you’re my first friend who’s trans.”

The word friend catches him off guard, a small spark of connection igniting in the midst of all his grief. “And you’re my first friend who’s a Karen,” he says, grinning at her.

“Watch it, buddy.” She waves a finger at him with mock seriousness. “That’s Caren with a ‘C,’ don’t ever forget that.”

His laughter comes easily, surprising him, relief in the moment of connection.

They round the corner, and the house appears before them—cold and gray. The Allards have not been keeping up with the lawn and it’s filled with weeds.

“There it is,” Caren says. “I remember regaining consciousness on the front lawn, but I don’t know how I got there.”

“You came from inside the house,” he says as they approach the front door. “I remember watching you stumble down those front steps.”

“So we’re actually going in?” Caren asks.

He shrugs. He’s always wanted to go inside, to see where Autumn was living, but now that the opportunity is here, he feels queasy.

“I can go in alone,” Caren says. “I don’t mind.”

“What? No. I want to.” He tries the handle, but it’s locked.

“We need the code. I don’t want to ask the Allards.” Caren makes a face.

“Hold on, let me try something.” Finn punches in Van’s birthday and smiles at the satisfying sound of the deadlock withdrawing. “Presto.”

“How did you know that?” Caren asks, following him inside.

“Jo told me she uses her son’s birthday for all her codes.”

“Typical boy mom,” Caren says.

They step inside, the musty air coating his mouth and nostrils. Dust motes dance in the shafts of sunlight that cut through the blinds. It’s obvious no one has lived here in a long time.

“I think I remember this.” Caren’s breath is coming in short rapid spurts.

“Yeah? You sure you want to do this?” he asks.

She nods, taking a few steps toward the kitchen. Finn follows close behind, his footsteps on the concrete floor making him hyperaware of every sound in the empty house.

Caren stops at a door that’s cracked open, her hand hesitating on the knob.

Finn walks to her side and gently opens the door, revealing a narrow set of carpeted steps leading to a lower floor.

“This must be the entrance to the basement apartment,” Finn says. “Where Autumn lived.”

The stairwell seems to swallow the light, a dark entry into the unknown. A waft of cool, damp air rises to meet them, carrying the familiar musty smell of dank basements.

“Maybe we should leave,” he says. This is starting to seem like a terrible idea. But Caren is already leading Kugel down the stairs.

Finn follows and when he gets to the bottom, he is relieved to see it is a normal suburban basement with a walk-out glass door to the backyard. He looks around the empty room, trying to re-create the few images he gleaned from FaceTiming Autumn when she lived down here. But without her posters on the wall, and all her crystals lined up by her bed, it’s just an empty soulless room.

A large camel cricket jumps past his leg, and Kugel barks, pulling at the leash, eager to chase the cricket. Finn flinches at the noise, his body tense as a bowstring. He walks to the glass door, which has a good view of the back patio and the edge, and even some of the Allard house beyond.

Caren pulls Kugel as she walks, almost transfixed, to the opposite corner of the room. Finn watches her move, unsettled by her certainty.

“Here,” she says, her voice sounding hollow. “I remember being here.”

She holds out her free hand and points, her finger trembling visibly even from where he stands.

“Is that mine?” she asks.

Finn follows her over to see what she is pointing at. A deep maroon stain on the carpet. He has to force himself not to step back in disgust.

The stain is dried to a rusty brown at the edges, but unmistakable in its nature. Blood. A lot of it. The kind of stain that comes from something serious, not a simple cut or scrape. His mind flashes to when he first found Caren and the fresh wound on the back of her head.

“You think that’s your blood?” he asks.

She looks up at him, her eyes wet with tears that catch the dim light. “I remember something,” she says, her voice breaking. “I remember waking up in this room.”

He nods, letting her words sink in. If Caren was in this basement, unconscious and bleeding, then this was no accident. This wasn’t just too much to drink. Someone did this to her. Someone brought her here, to the same house where Autumn was shot.

Two acts of violence in the same house—they had to be connected. He has no proof, no evidence, only his intuition. In that moment, Finn makes a silent promise—to Caren, to Autumn, to himself. He’ll help Caren find out what happened in this basement.

“You okay?” He reaches out, not quite touching Caren.

She nods. “What do we do now?”

“Now we call the police,” he says. “And this time they’ll have to listen. This time, we have proof.”






ELEVEN MONTHS AGO


A heat wave was rolling through DC during the Fourth of July weekend. Tori was home alone for the holiday— Leo was with her ex, and Autumn was away with friends. Tori spent most of Saturday on a chaise on the back patio, tanning herself in a string bikini. Two of her clients had ended their therapy with her in the past few weeks, which meant her income would be taking a hit in the next month. She ought to have been inside, on her computer, networking with other therapists and counselors trying to drum up business. But something stopped her.

The realization that she didn’t want to do this anymore.

She was closing in on thirty-five, divorced, with no man, and a job she’d come to resent, and she was living in a neighborhood that treated her like a pariah. Oh, and in a house her ex was renting for her because of her disastrous financial mistakes. Now when she thought of the Allards, it was anger that bloomed, not shame. The embarrassment of that public scene had worn off, leaving only a sense of resentment. How dare they treat her as if she were some kind of disease that had infected their pristine neighborhood?

Especially when their son was breaking into people’s houses and coming on to older women. They weren’t so perfect.

A loud bang bang went off in the distance, followed by a rat-tat-tat. Someone lighting off early fireworks. The Fourth was tomorrow, and there would be a big celebration on the National Mall downtown. Tonight’s fireworks were courtesy of neighborhood kids and a nearby country club. Tori rolled over and took a swig of a frozen margarita on the table beside her only to find it had melted to slush. She’d made a huge batch this morning after breakfast, all alone in the house. The other option had been crawling back into bed. She glanced at her watch and saw it was almost five. She’d been out here for hours and must have dozed off.

A thud and then a rustling sound startled her. She sat upright, her head spinning from the combination of sun, sleep, and booze, only to see the Allards’ goldendoodle come bounding through the hole in the hedge. She watched him run to the narrow strip of mulch on the left side of her yard. There, he grabbed a tennis ball in his mouth and turned around in circles a few times, excitedly. A moment later, Van popped his head through the hedge.

Tori’s heart skipped a beat. The afternoon sun caught the angles of his face, highlighting his high cheekbones. She felt her body tense, a mix of alarm and something else she didn’t want to acknowledge.

“You didn’t see a goldendoodle run by, did you?” He was wearing sunglasses, shorts, and a T-shirt that clung just enough to show the outline of his shoulders.

“Did you throw that ball into my yard on purpose?”

He shrugged, and the casual movement sent a ripple of muscle visible beneath his shirt. “Hey, buddy, gimme the ball,” he called to the dog, who ran toward him but kept a distance. “Muffinhead’s got the chase part down, but not the retrieve part.”

“Some dogs just love the chase.” Now why had she said that? What was she doing? Thank God she was wearing sunglasses to hide the way her eyes lingered on him. She imagined Jo’s face if she could see her now, the lonely divorcée, the financially ruined therapist, eyeing her precious son like she was a predatory cougar. Jo already thought Tori was trash, and this would confirm every suspicion she had about her. But she couldn’t deny she enjoyed flirting with Van. He made her feel alive and young, and it sent a little frisson of electricity through her to think how insane it would make Jo and Daniel if they knew. Anyway, as Cyrus had conceded, she was a grown woman who could do what she wanted.

“What are you up to tonight?” he asked.

“Umm, adult things.”

“Watching the fireworks?”

She shifted on the chaise, suddenly aware of how exposed she was in her bikini, how his eyes might be taking in her body behind those sunglasses.

“No. Are you?”

He shook his head. “My parents are in France for a few weeks, and Eloïse is at lacrosse camp at Stanford.”

“They have lacrosse camps at Stanford?”

“Sure. My mom thinks it’ll give her an edge when she applies next year. I need to stay home tonight and give the dog his anxiety medication. The fireworks totally freak him out. You got plans for dinner?”

She didn’t, but she didn’t want to admit that. Didn’t want to seem pathetic and alone on a Saturday night, though that’s exactly what she was.

“How about I grab sushi and bring it over?” he asked when she didn’t answer.

She swallowed hard. “Sushi, huh?” She tried to sound casual, responsible—anything but eager. Her stomach gave a little growl, and she wasn’t sure if it was from hunger or anticipation.

They decided on a plan. She would go inside and shower, while he would walk and feed the dog and then get the sushi. But he wasn’t to come over until it was dark. And even then, he’d go through the hedge and come to the back entrance, the one that led to Autumn’s apartment, which she’d leave unlocked. No one could see him come through the front door. The ache for company was strong enough to make her take a risk, but she wasn’t stupid. She couldn’t let anyone in the neighborhood report back to the Allards that their son was seen entering her house.

Nothing is going to happen, she told herself as she applied mascara in the mirror. It’s just dinner.

Still, she picked out a maxi dress with a halter top that accentuated her collarbones and her toned arms, which she considered her best features. And she put on her prettiest thong, only for the confidence boost, she told herself, not because she was going to let Van see her undressed. The mirror reflected back a woman who looked dolled up for a night out, desperate for affirmation, and she hated herself a little for it.

Tori made them both Manhattans, and when she heard the basement door open and his footsteps coming up the stairs, she had to take a gulp of hers to steady her nerves. Every sound seemed magnified—his footsteps on the stairs, her heartbeat in her ears, the ice clinking in the glass clutched tightly in her hand.

In the dim room, he looked older, like Daniel’s younger, fitter brother. A man. She thought of the disdain those wives had shown her when they first met at the block party—the divorced woman living alone, someone to stay away from. Of Jo’s anger when she thought Tori was trying to steal her man. If she could see her now.

“Cheers,” she said, handing Van his cocktail, trying to steady her trembling fingers as their hands briefly touched.

They ate over candlelight, sitting on the floor of the living room. She put trays on the large, tufted leather ottoman, which they used as a table, her legs tucked beneath her and his outstretched, crossed at the ankles. His shorts had ridden up slightly, revealing a strip of untanned skin on his upper thigh, and she had to fight to keep from staring at that paler patch of flesh.

“You don’t have any plans this weekend?” she asked him, swirling some wasabi in her soy sauce, trying to maintain the façade that this was just a casual dinner between … what? Neighbors? Friends?

He smirked. “I’m supposed to be doing all this college stuff. My coach has been nagging me.”

“College coach?” The reminder of his age hit her like cold water. He was going to college in a few months.

He nodded, mouth full, holding up a finger to let her know he’d answer once he had swallowed. “Yup. I’ve been seeing this guy since ninth grade. He’s the one who helped me”—he paused and looked at her with mock sincerity—“craft my narrative. Tell my story. But now that I’m in at Stanford, I have to do all these stupid online orientations. My dad wants me to take a placement test in chemistry. The school wants us to read three books this summer, but I’m just going to have AI summarize them.”

“Your parents hired a college coach to help you get into Stanford.” She didn’t try to hide her contempt.

“Yup. A guy my mom knew from law school, who was kind of a loser the way she describes him. Partied a lot. Got kicked out for cheating. But then he started like the most successful college consulting business. I’m serious. Like all his clients get into Stanford, Georgetown, Brown, you name it. And because he and my mom are friends, he really helped us out. I mean, I would never have gotten into Stanford without his help. I didn’t even break fifteen hundred on my SAT.”

“And that’s not good?”

He laughed. “No. The average for Stanford is, like, fifteen forty? I thought my mom was going to have a stroke when she found out, but then she called Rick, that’s the guy, and he just like, I don’t know, fixed it. The day I got into Stanford she actually wept. It was kind of gross. Were your parents like this?”

“Mine?” Tori lets out a little laugh. “Not exactly. Neither of my parents went to college. They married right out of high school. My dad was in the Navy, he was gone a lot, and my parents divorced when I was young. My mom thought I was wasting my time when I went to college.”

“Where did you go to school?”

She felt her face redden and was grateful for the poor lighting. “You’ve never heard of it. It’s not in the top twenty. It’s not even in the top one hundred. Just a small school near the mountains in Virginia.” She looked up to see how he was taking this, but his face was open and unguarded. No judgment, unlike his mother’s perpetual look of disdain. “It was cheap, I worked through college, and I still graduated with twenty thousand in debt.”

“Your parents didn’t help?”

“What? No. My dad was gone by then, and my mom worked minimum wage. She couldn’t afford to help. I mean, she might send me twenty dollars here or there.” The contrast between their upbringings hung between them—his privilege, her struggle. Another reason this, whatever it was, made no sense.

“But you went on to graduate school?”

She nodded. “I worked at George Mason while getting my master’s in counseling. But I’ll probably be paying off student loans the rest of my life.”

“Yeah, but you did it all yourself. That must feel good.” His admiration felt genuine.

“I didn’t want to have to.” She hated not having money. It was the one constant of her childhood, the feeling of never having enough. Always being on the edge of life and not having as much fun as everyone else seemed to be having. Knockoff clothes, generic cereal, no money for eating out or vacations or toys when she was little. Money had influenced every decision she had made, including the one to marry her ex. Despite all the red flags, she said yes when he proposed. If she had had money of her own, she would never have gotten married.

“But at least you know you can take care of yourself.” There was passion in his voice. “My mother wants to micromanage every freaking detail for me. She used to go into my school portal and email teachers pretending to be me, asking for retakes on tests or if I could rewrite essays. She thinks she’s helping me, but it has the opposite effect. It makes me want to do less and less. You know they spent thousands to send me to sailing camp every summer when I could have just stayed with my cousins on Long Island, where my mom grew up, and worked on a real fishing boat? Her brother owns one, and two of my cousins are working on it now.”

“Your mom’s from Long Island?” Tori asked. “She seems so…”

“She’s embarrassed by her family. But I like them. I want to work with them. It’s a family business. More than a hundred years old.”

“You want to be a commercial fisherman?” She couldn’t hide her surprise.

Van thrust his chin out. “Why not? It’s a real job, doing something important, feeding people. Did you know that almost all the fish caught by commercial fishers in New York state are landed on Long Island? I don’t want to be a lawyer or a finance bro or whatever. Inside all day. I’m happiest on the water. And I just turned nineteen. I’m a man.”

“Happy birthday.”

“But here I am, stuck getting ready for a college I don’t even want to go to.”

“Then don’t go. You should do what makes you happy,” she said. “It’s your life.”

His face brightened. “It is, right? It’s just that my parents would flip.” He leaned forward and pulled his phone from his back pocket. The movement brought him closer to her, close enough that she could smell his cologne—something expensive, no doubt, that Jo had picked out. “My mom has Life360 on this thing, tracking my every move.”

Tori’s stomach tightened. “She can see you’re here?” Panic rose in her at the thought of Jo realizing the dot on her screen was Van, sitting right here.

“Don’t worry. I turned it off. I’m sure I’ll get a text telling me to turn it back on. But I have a few hours of freedom.” His eyes met hers, and in them, she saw a hunger that mirrored her own—for connection, for understanding, for escape.

“So what do you want to do with your few hours of freedom?” she asked, the words barely above a whisper. Her heart hammered against her ribs, knowing she was standing at the edge of a cliff.

He didn’t answer, just held her gaze for a moment. Embarrassed by the silence, she brought her hand to her face to brush a stray hair away. From outside came a rumble and then a pop pop pop.

“We’re missing the fireworks,” she said.

“I think we’re doing all right,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “Don’t move. I want to look at you.”

His eyes traveled her body, thirsty, drinking her in. A splinter of fear cut through her. Was he just like his dad? Would he spurn her as Daniel did, taunt her, humiliate her? But before she could brace herself for rejection, his mouth was on hers, and she was lying back on the thin rug of her living room feeling herself being crushed by him, the thrilling sensation of helplessness that her mind had forgotten but her body remembered.

In that split second, she knew she should push him away.

Nineteen or not, she knew that across the hedge, in the well-appointed houses of Eastbrook, there was a world eager to judge her, to condemn her being here with Van. Jo and Daniel would destroy what little reputation she had left if they found out. But as Van’s weight pressed against her, as his hands found her skin, she couldn’t bring herself to care.

She was falling, and for now, the fall felt too good to resist.






TWENTY-THREE


I watch a police officer string a garland of yellow tape that reads CAUTION across the front door of the house, the plastic rippling gently in the welcome breeze. It’s official now—the house is a crime scene and I am the victim. I feel woozy and weak. I don’t know what I expected when Finn walked me over here earlier, but not this.

Not my blood on the basement floor.

I stand in the shade of a maple tree while Kugel pants rhythmically at my feet, his warm body pressed against my ankle, anchoring me to reality. Around me uniformed officers hustle about their business, but I am stilled by the shock of what’s happening.

Finn returns to my side.

“I called work and said I would be late.”

“Thanks,” I say.

His steady presence beside me feels like the only solid thing in a world suddenly gone fluid and uncertain. At first, I encouraged him to leave and get to work on time, but now I am grateful he is here with me as Officer Jankowski approaches. I don’t relish talking to him again. He didn’t believe me the first time, and I don’t hold out hope he’ll be more sensitive now.

I tell him the whole story, how Finn and I were walking and we decided to stop by the house to see if anything jogged my memory. How I headed to the basement, almost on instinct, and that it came to me that I had been there. How we found a pool of dried blood on the carpet.

“So just to be clear,” Jankowski says, his pen hovering above his small notebook, crow’s-feet deepening around his eyes as he squints against the sunlight. “You all of a sudden remembered you had been inside this house, and you took it upon yourself to break in?”

“We didn’t break in,” I say. “The door was open.” I shoot Finn a sidelong glance. This is a lie, and I feel bad telling it. But I don’t want to get Finn in trouble for using the Allards’ code without their permission. “I take full responsibility. Jo Allard, the owner, is a friend of mine. I’m sure she won’t care.”

“We have someone on the phone with the Allards right now, actually. So we’ll see.”

I plaster on a smile. I am praying that Jo won’t want to make a fuss. “They’ll tell you, we’re old friends.”

“So you take it upon yourself to enter this house and look around. A house you say you don’t remember entering on Saturday night, but now you claim to remember leaving Sunday morning.”

“That’s right. I don’t remember how I got here, that part is all blank. But I remember waking up, feeling confused, and stumbling out into the light.” Sunday morning’s details are coming back to me now, where once it was just a void in my memory.

“Is there anyone else in these recovered memories?” he asks. “Or are you all alone?”

I wince at the word recovered, as if it makes them somehow less legitimate, as if I’ve fabricated them rather than excavated them from the fog in my mind.

“No, there’s no one else in the memories. I was by myself,” I say. “But I want to make clear, if I didn’t the last time we spoke, that I wasn’t hungover. I know what being hungover feels like.”

“Okay.” His puffy face remains impassive, but I catch the subtle hint of doubt in his tone.

“I was drugged. That’s why I fell and blacked out.”

His eyebrows shoot up, skepticism etched into the doughy flesh of his forehead. “You didn’t mention this theory of yours on Sunday.” There’s an edge to his voice now, a hint of open suspicion that makes my stomach clench.

“Well, I did mention the tox screen. I know I did.” I try to keep the frustration out of my voice. I won’t get anywhere aggravating him. “I’ve been thinking about, how did I end up in the basement? And all that blood? Someone must have taken me there.”

“Let’s not jump to any conclusions,” Jankowski says. “We don’t know that’s your blood. We’ll ask the Allards if we can take a sample of the carpet, but until we run the tests, we can’t be sure. Did you get the results from the tox screen back yet?”

I shake my head. “They said it would take a while. How long will it take to get the blood from the carpet tested to see if it’s a match to mine?”

He blows out a long breath. “Could be a while. A month?”

“A month? I have to wait a month to find out?”

“Could be longer. Wheels of justice turn slowly and all that, but be patient.” He shuts his notebook with a decisive snap. “We’ll get the results eventually. If you remember anything else in the meantime, call us.”

He turns back to the house. That’s it. Ten minutes of his time, and he’s filed me away. I feel dismissed, small, hysterical. With nothing else to do here, Finn and I turn to go, walking toward my house on familiar streets.

“That was so anticlimactic,” he says, kicking at a stone on the sidewalk. “I didn’t expect it to be like on TV, where they pull up with some special gadget and test the carpet right there. But still, a month or longer?”

“I just hope the Allards don’t give us any trouble for going into the house. I need them to say yes and let the police test the carpet. It feels like the first real piece of evidence that something bad happened Saturday night.”

He nods. “I know how you feel. They took some DNA from the night Autumn was killed, and they just came back with the results a little while ago. And that was almost a year ago.”

“A year? That’s crazy. What did the results say?” I ask softly.

“They don’t really say anything. It’s more a profile that you can match suspects to. If they ever arrest any suspects.” Bitterness creeps into his voice. “Which I’m starting to wonder about.”

“And you still don’t think it was a robbery?”

He shakes his head, jaw tightening. “We were on a FaceTime call that night. I heard the doorbell ring. She was upstairs in Tori’s room, and she looked out the window and said, ‘One of the neighbors is at the door.’ She answered the front door, and she was shot.”

“I’m sorry. That’s so intense.” My words fail the moment. I can’t imagine being on the phone with a loved one seconds before they were killed. “A neighbor, huh? I wonder who it was.”

“You and me both.”

“You still talk to the detective on the case?” We turn onto my street, my house coming into view.

“Sometimes we touch base. He’s a decent guy. Tries to keep me updated in the most general way.”

We stop in front of my house. It’s such a pretty house—brick Colonial with black trim and a blue door. I loved it the moment Miguel and I first saw it. Zach was a baby, and I was pregnant with Rachel. This was going to be our forever home, in a safe neighborhood, with excellent schools. We were set.

Now everything feels upside down. What kind of mother doesn’t know her daughter was breaking and entering? I’ve blown the only job lead I’ve had in a year. And someone in my own neighborhood drugged me and stuck me in a basement.

A small white butterfly lands on a purple phlox that Paula gave me last year. Normally seeing butterflies gives me hope, and I try to see it as a reminder that the natural world goes on no matter what problems we humans face. “Your landlady gave me those.” I point at the flowers. “She’s always giving away plants. But you probably know that.”

He smiles sadly. “Yeah. She’s very generous.”

“I’m really sorry I made you late for work, but I appreciate your being there today,” I say. “Whatever happens, it feels good to have remembered at least one part of my story.”

“Happy to do it.” He narrows his eyes. “Whose party did you say you were at when this happened?”

“The Allards. Daniel and Jo. They actually own that house—”

“Oh, I know.” His tone is clipped, causing me to look up sharply.

“That property shares the hedge that Yumi saw some guy go through.”

He nods. “Exactly. A neighbor.”

I know exactly what he’s wondering when he says that word.

“I wonder if they were home the Saturday that Yumi saw someone go through the hedge,” I say. “I mean, their whole back wall is practically glass. Maybe they saw something.”

“I have to admit that I looked for a paper calendar in their house but didn’t find one.”

“Most people are totally digital now.” I twist the leash around my hand, mind racing with possibilities. “But I think I know a way to check.” I straighten up, an idea forming as I speak. “Jo puts everything on Instagram. I could go back and look. I swear she doesn’t go a day without posting.”

We agree to touch base later, and I watch him walk away, his silhouette receding down the street. A tiny spark of hope flickers in me, not just because my memories have started to come back, but because of Finn. At a time in my life when I am saying goodbye to so many things, I relish saying hello.

Besides, Finn is the only person I know who seems to really believe me.






TWENTY-FOUR


Once inside the house, I find Miguel and Rachel at the kitchen island, eating lunch and chatting. From the scent of basil and olive oil that hangs in the air, I’m guessing that Miguel has made Rachel’s favorite—linguine with pesto.

“Hi, guys,” I say, unleashing the dog. Kugel’s nails click across the hardwood floor as he heads over to his water bowl and starts slurping.

Miguel looks up, his dark eyes warm but questioning. A faint line appears between his brows—the one that always forms when he’s concerned but trying not to show it. “How long have you guys been gone?” he asks. “I was starting to wonder where you were.”

“We were at Yumi’s.” The lie—or at least the omission—comes out more easily than I would like. I don’t want to talk about the house and the blood on the carpet in front of Rachel. My daughter’s face is bright and relaxed, the camping trip having scrubbed away the usual teenage angst that often clouds her features. I pass by her, stooping to give her a kiss on the back of her head, breathing in the scent of her coconut shampoo. Before pulling away, I squeeze her shoulder gently, a quiet reassurance to myself that she’s really here, safe and whole. Then I grab a bowl from the drawer and help myself to the pasta.

“What about you?” I ask. “I thought you went into the office today?”

“I did.” Miguel’s voice has that carefully casual tone he uses when he’s orchestrated something he thinks will make me happy. “But I thought I’d take the rest of the day off and hang out with my favorite daughter.”

Rachel rolls her eyes at the tired joke, but the smile tugging at her lips hints at the joy of being the center of his attention. “We’re going to play tennis later,” she says, twirling her fork in her pasta, a gesture so reminiscent of her childhood self that my heart contracts.

“Sounds like fun.” And I mean it, even if a tiny part of me wishes they had made a plan that included me. The exclusion stings in a way that feels childish, but real nonetheless. “I should probably rest anyway,” I say, settling onto the stool across from them.

“Why?” Rachel asks. Her eyes narrow slightly. She’s always been perceptive, able to sense when something’s off. “What’s going on?”

Neither Miguel nor I answer immediately. The silence stretches a few moments until Rachel breaks it. “What?” Her voice rises slightly. “Just tell me. Are you sick, Mom?” Fear flickers across her face, making her look younger than her eighteen years.

“No, honey, I’m fine.”

“Please don’t lie to me. When Aida’s mom got cancer, they didn’t tell her for months. I’m an adult now. You need to tell me.” She sits up straighter, as if bracing herself for bad news.

“Your mom’s fine,” Miguel says, reaching his hand across the island to cover mine briefly. “But she had an accident while you were away.”

“Like a car accident?” Rachel’s eyes widen.

“No, I fell and hit my head. And got a concussion.” I touch the tender spot on my scalp instinctively. “I am fine, but I do need to take it easy for a week or two.”

Rachel jumps from her chair, the wooden legs scraping loudly against the floor. She rushes to me, her movements quick and urgent. “Mom, you have to be careful.” She throws her arms around me, her embrace fierce and protective. “I don’t want you getting hurt.” Her voice cracks slightly on the last word.

As we hug each other, I bask in her warmth and concern, closing my eyes to savor the moment. I would never have predicted this two years ago when Rachel wouldn’t even allow me to touch her, when the gulf between us seemed unbridgeable. I want it to last forever. Even though I am dying to ask her about the bracelet and whether it really was her that Yumi saw with Van that night, I don’t. She pulls away, her eyes searching mine with an intensity that makes my heart hurt. “Promise you’ll be careful?”

“I promise.” I smile, brushing a strand of hair from her face, my fingertips lingering on her cheek.

Miguel’s phone buzzes and he pulls it out, frowning as he reads what’s on the screen. “It’s our general counsel. I have to shoot off one email before I can go.”

After he leaves the kitchen, Rachel sits with me as I eat my lunch, her animated gestures punctuating her stories as she fills me in on some of the funnier moments of the camping trip, like realizing they hadn’t packed powdered milk and had to take their coffee black for a week. Her laughter fills the kitchen, bright and unguarded.

“So, anything interesting happen while I was gone?” she asks, twisting a long strand of hair around her finger. “Did you go to Eloïse’s graduation party?”

“Yep, I stopped by.” I press my lips together in a tight smile, trying to stop myself from asking about the bracelet. What I know, what I learned this morning, sits uncomfortably on me like a weighted blanket.

“What?” Her smile falters. “Why are you making that face? Was it extra?”

“I’m not making a face.” I busy myself with my pasta, stabbing at a cherry tomato harder than necessary.

“Please.” She leans forward, her elbows on the counter. “You are so bad at hiding your feelings. Were you going to say something bad about Eloïse?” A defensive edge creeps into her voice, the old loyalty still there despite everything.

“No, I wasn’t. I swear.” I have said enough bad things about the Allard kids for a lifetime.

“Just tell me. You’re the one who says we can tell each other anything.”

My fork clinks against the bowl as I set it down. “It’s just, you know how I do the yard sale every year, right? Well, I found a bracelet in the bottom of a bag you were donating to Goodwill, and I put it up for sale on the Facebook page. Then a woman in the neighborhood contacted me and told me it was stolen.” The words tumble out faster than I intended.

Rachel’s mouth falls open and she stares at me wide-eyed, all color draining from her face.

“Rachel?” I prompt gently, my stomach knotting with apprehension.

“Why did you go through the donation bag?”

“Honey, that’s not the point. Someone has been burglarizing houses in the neighborhood. That is a very big deal. If this bracelet is stolen, and you had something to do with it, I need to know. It’s irrelevant that I found it in a Goodwill bag.” I gird myself for more indignation that I’ve invaded her privacy, that I don’t understand. But instead she seems to crumple before me, her eyes welling with tears, her shoulders slumping as if under a sudden weight. The transformation is startling—from confident young woman to vulnerable child in an instant.

“Honey, what is it? Did you take that bracelet?” I resist the urge to reach for her, sensing she needs space.

She jerks her head back. “What? No. How can you think that?”

“You can tell me the truth. I won’t be angry.”

“I said no. I would never.”

“Honey, someone told me they saw you coming from the house that it was stolen from. Someone I trust.”

“Well, they’re lying.” Her voice is tight, indignant.

“Are they?”

“You don’t believe me? When did this supposedly happen?”

“Early fall, junior year.”

“When?” She crosses her arms.

I sigh and open my phone. I recall people posting on the Facebook group when that rash of break-ins was happening, so I open the app to look for the posts. It takes a while, but I finally find it. Holly Stone herself had posted about her home being burgled, asking for help. I tell Rachel the date.

She goes to her own phone and begins typing. “We weren’t here. That was parents’ weekend at UVA.” She holds her phone out to me. On it is a picture of the four of us, Miguel and I on either side of Zach and Rachel, on the quad in Charlottesville. I take the phone.

“You’re right,” I say softly. Then I double-check the dates on my own phone. “We weren’t even in town.”

“I told you. Just because some kids in this neighborhood are doing stuff like this, you think I do too.”

“So did you know about the break-ins?”

A stunned look crosses her face before her features harden in anger. “That’s not the point. The point is you accused me.”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I got my facts wrong.”

She plucks her phone from me and slips it into her back pocket. “Doesn’t sound like you’re the one who got them wrong.” Her tone shimmers with defiance. “Sounds like someone lied to you. So, who told you that I was breaking into houses anyway?”

Yumi. My best friend. “No one you know,” I say. “Just a neighborhood gossip.”

Rachel snorts. “Yeah, well, now you know that you can’t trust anything she says.”






TWENTY-FIVE


The children’s room at the library has descended into chaos around Finn. A broken air conditioner at the day care center across the street forced twenty preschoolers into the normally serene space, where they now wander like tiny tornadoes, pulling books from shelves and colonizing the floor with their small bodies and big voices.

A symphony of high-pitched laughter, shrieks, and chatter bounces off the walls, filling Finn’s ears as he tries to focus on maintaining some semblance of order. Sweat beads on his temples—whether from the exertion of constantly reshelving books or from the collective body heat of twenty energetic children, he isn’t sure. The library’s usually cool air feels thick, almost claustrophobic.

In a rare pocket of silence, as he crouches down to retrieve the scattered Magic Tree House books swept off a nearby display table, an image flashes unbidden into his mind: the basement carpet, stained dark with Caren’s blood.

Without any concrete evidence, just the nagging knot in his gut that Autumn would have called spidey-sense, he is convinced that what happened to Caren somehow connects to Autumn’s death. The Allard family name surfacing in both his and Caren’s quests for the truth, like a body refusing to stay submerged, cannot be ignored. It might be coincidence—Eastbrook is small enough that connections overlap—but Finn stopped believing in coincidences the day Autumn was shot.

“Can you help me find the one with the mouse named Peanut?”

Finn looks up to see a boy with enormous brown eyes staring at him expectantly. The child’s direct gaze is unnerving, his eyelashes casting tiny shadows on round cheeks still carrying baby fat.

“Let’s see,” Finn says, straightening the books he has gathered, his fingers rubbing the worn spines. “Do you remember where they went in the book?”

The boy frowns, his lower lip jutting out dramatically. “I think they time traveled to Japan.”

“Ahh,” says Finn, selecting a book from his lap, feeling a small sense of triumph at knowing the answer. “Night of the Ninjas. Magic Tree House book number five.”

The boy snatches the book with greedy hands and dashes away, his small feet slapping against the carpet.

“Say thank you!” a woman calls after him, her voice carrying the weary authority of someone who’s repeated the same phrase countless times that day. She turns to Finn with an apologetic smile. “Librarians really are superheroes.”

That single compliment buoys Finn through the remainder of his shift, but as the clock ticks down, a restlessness crawls over his skin. The sun is high in the June sky as he steps out of the library after work, and the thought of returning to his basement depresses him. So instead of continuing down Massachusetts Avenue toward home, he turns up Westbard, toward Tatte.

As he hoped, Ellis is working behind the counter. Her dark curls are piled haphazardly atop her head, and her apron bears the evidence of a day spent crafting beverages. The high-ceilinged coffee shop is emptier than he’s ever seen it—the late-afternoon crowd sparse, most customers hunched over laptops at small marble tables, giving the space the hushed energy of an open-plan office.

“If I owned a coffee shop, there would be no laptops allowed.” Ellis smiles and hands him an iced lavender matcha.

Finn pats his messenger bag, feeling the hard outline of his own computer inside. “Does that mean you’re not going to stop by my table and say hi if I have my laptop open?”

She laughs. “I’ll make an exception.”

He claims a corner table and settles in, the leather banquette cool against his back. Opening his laptop, he allows himself a few minutes of people-watching first—a middle-aged woman in the opposite corner, shoulders hunched, typing furiously; a young guy by the window alternating between staring at his screen and gazing out at the street, as if waiting for someone who might never arrive.

Finn’s thoughts drift back to Yumi’s porch this morning and what she said about someone visiting Autumn’s apartment the weekend of July Fourth. He opens his calendar and scrolls back to last July. Nothing there.

Next, he checks his texts. His yearslong chat with Autumn, which once challenged the chat with his mom for top spot, has drifted down in ranking during the year she’s been gone. The realization sits heavy in his stomach. She was leaving him in small ways like this, tiny Autumn-shaped holes appearing in the fabric of his life.

He finds their conversation and scrolls back, heart pounding against his ribs. When he reads the text, his body jolts as if touched by a live wire, adrenaline flooding his system. His memory was right. That was the weekend they’d gone away with college friends, staying at a rental near Assateague, an old wooden cottage swarming with mosquitoes.

Autumn wasn’t even in the DC area, much less in Eastbrook, which meant whoever that unknown visitor was, he was visiting Tori Price, not Autumn. The revelation feels like a puzzle piece clicking into place—but a puzzle whose complete picture remains obscure.

“What’s up, fool?” Ellis drops onto the banquette beside him. She reaches for his iced matcha, her many silver rings catching the light. “Mind?”

“Go ahead.” Finn, normally a bit germophobic, leans back to give her access, savoring the casual intimacy of sharing a drink.

“So what are we working on here?” she asks after a long sip, a tiny drop of green liquid clinging to her lower lip before she wipes it away. “Epic poems? Romantasy?”

He laughs. “Nothing that exciting. Studying for the GRE.”

She narrows her eyes at the laptop screen, dark brows drawing together. “Crimson Edge. Why are you looking at that? Trying to game your way into grad school?”

Finn glances at the screen, suddenly remembering the Crimson Edge page is still up from when he was researching the envelope he’d found at the Allards’. “Wait, what do you know about Crimson Edge?”

She gives him a look, eyebrows raised. “I went to Washington Prep! I know about Crimson Edge.”

“Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

“I forgot you’re not from around here.” She shakes her head, a ringlet falling loose. “One of my friends from high school got into Brown. Rowing team. Her parents bought her an erg. I was the one who took the pictures of her on it, but in my defense I had no idea what they were for.”

“What are you talking about? What’s an ‘erg’?”

She laughs. “For real? An erg is a rowing machine. Rowers use it to train. So her parents buy her one, she takes a few action pics, and then Crimson Edge pitches her to the Brown rowing coach as a recruit. Even though she’s never set foot in a boat once in her life.”

“Why would the rowing coach want someone who’s never rowed on their team?”

“They don’t want her, they want her money.” Ellis rubs her fingers together. “Her parents make a donation to the rowing program, and voilà, she gets in to college as a walk-on. Coaches are allowed to, like, hold a few spots for walk-ons. You know, athletes that aren’t good enough to be recruited, but the coach sees potential and needs someone to fill the bench.”

“And your friend admitted she did that?”

Ellis smirks. “I happen to know what her grades were, and I was like, no way you got into Brown on your own. It’s kind of like an open secret.”

“That’s so unfair.”

Ellis rolls her eyes. “Welcome to the real world.” She touches his arm, her fingers cool against his skin. “But you’re right. It is unfair. It’s basically buying your way into a college you couldn’t study your way into. But what can you do? If you have enough money, the rules don’t apply to you.”

“You really believe that?”

“I work at a coffee shop, Finn, and it’s my second job.” Her voice carries the weight of experience. “Hell yeah, I really believe that.”

They talk for a while about music and upcoming concerts at the Anthem and 9:30 Club, the late-afternoon light shifting through the high windows, casting long shadows across their table. Ellis’s attention wanders back to his screen.

“What’s that tab?” With a finger tipped by a chipped navy polish, she points at a Google search for Tori Price.

“That’s me trying to track someone down.”

“Why, she owe you money?” Ellis’s eyes sparkle with mischief.

He laughs. “You’re very fiscally focused. But no, she was my friend’s employer.” He takes a deep breath. “My friend Autumn. She was killed about a year ago when a robber broke into the house she was living in—with this woman. I just want to talk to her, but I can’t find her.”

“That is super intense.” Ellis cocks her head to one side, her playfulness evaporating. “What do you know about the woman?”

“Her name. But no address. She moved. No social media. She seems to have scrubbed herself from the internet.” Frustration colors his words as he counts off the dead ends on his fingers.

“Kids?”

“One. A little boy.”

“What school?”

“No clue.”

“Where does she work?”

He shrugs. “She’s not at her old job.”

“You got nothing, my friend.”

“I know one thing about her. She shops at American Plant on River Road.” He sighs heavily. “So unless I want to stake out a plant store on the off chance that she shows up—” He catches a smile breaking out on Ellis’s face, her eyes suddenly bright with possibility. “What is it?”

“I wonder if she’s a loyalty member.” Ellis leans in closer, her voice dropping conspiratorially. “I have a friend who works there. If she’s a regular customer, and she’s a loyalty member, she’s in their database.”

“Really?”

“Yup. Home address and all.” She grabs her phone. “I’ll ask her.”






TWENTY-SIX


The house is silent. Rachel and Miguel are off playing tennis, and I’m alone, stewing in my thoughts. I walk into the bathroom, searching for some Tylenol to quell the ache in my head.

Yumi lied to me.

Right to my face.

I open the medicine cabinet and stare at the packed shelves. An archaeologist could reconstruct the Costa family from the contents—Ninjago bandages, yellowing with age, an expired tube of sunscreen, a caked bottle of calamine lotion, an old neti pot from the days when I thought that might be the trick to fixing Zach’s sinus problems. I find the Tylenol behind an almost empty tube of arnica cream. My brain is raging, on fire, on overdrive. Why would Yumi tell me Rachel was part of the break-ins if she wasn’t? What possible reason would she have?

I pop two pills in my mouth, then fill my cupped hands with water and swallow.

It’s a question I’d like to put to Yumi personally, but she’s not answering my texts or calls. This happens sometimes—Yumi going radio silent. Her illness means she gets tired easily, takes long naps during the day, and doesn’t check her phone for long stretches of time.

It doesn’t mean she’s avoiding me.

In the mudroom I throw on some sneakers and head out into the afternoon heat, heading toward the Allards’. I stop at the utility pole outside their house and bend down to pick up the torn flyer lying in the gutter. The paper is damp, one corner soaked through, the image of the girl starting to blur. For almost a year, I’ve walked past these flyers without truly seeing them. Just another sad story in a world full of tragedy. But now, everything has changed.

Now I feel like I know Autumn, at least a little, thanks to Finn.

The girl’s face stares back at me—heavy bangs framing wide, hopeful eyes, her smile so bright it makes it impossible to believe she’s gone. Finn’s friend. His best friend.

DO YOU KNOW WHO KILLED ME?

The bold letters seem to throb on the paper.


My name is Autumn Hemmings and I was a nanny for the Price family right here in Eastbrook.



I devour the rest quickly—the brutal facts of the crime, the desperate plea for help, the contact information for the police. I can picture Finn, shoulders hunched against rain and snow and blistering sun, replacing these flyers season after season, his fingers raw from stapling, his heart heavier with each passing day.

The Allard house looms before me, perfect and imposing, a modern farmhouse with crisp black trim and potted geraniums that never seem to turn brown in the heat. I take a deep breath and press the doorbell, hearing its melodic chime echo inside.

When Daniel answers, his smile takes a moment too long to reach his lips. “Caren, what a nice surprise! Come in.”

I step into their foyer, instantly aware of how out of place I feel. No scattered shoes near the stairs, no evidence of life’s beautiful chaos. Picture ready, as if they were holding an open house. My eyes land on a large brown suitcase in the dining room, tiny tan logos covering it. Louis Vuitton, naturally. No black rolling bags for the Allards.

Daniel catches my wandering gaze. “First of many,” he says with a faux grimace. “Jo’s bringing half the house to Provence this year.”

“How long are you planning to stay?”

Something dark flickers across his eyes, gone so quickly I almost miss it. “We’ll see,” he says in a modulated voice. “Did you need to see her? She’s upstairs. I can get her for you.”

I nod and wander into the kitchen while I wait, my fingers drumming nervously against my thigh. Muffinhead waddles over and sniffs my legs.

“Do you smell Kugel?” I ask him.

Satisfied, he wanders off to a bed in the corner and settles in. The kitchen is like a magazine showcase, gleaming surfaces and high-end appliances that look barely used.

On the marble countertop sits a beautiful ice-blue leather notebook, the color of a frozen alpine lake. Gold letters—JL—are embossed on the cover. My curiosity piqued, I pick it up, surprised by its weight and the supple feel of expensive leather. Not a notebook after all, but a passport holder. Inside are two passports, one American with its navy blue cover, one burgundy French.

“Isn’t it lovely?” a voice asks from behind me.

Startled, I let the passport holder slip from my fingers. I turn to see Jo in the doorway, a vision in a black linen sleeveless dress that accentuates her impossible thinness. Her tanned arms, no larger than a teenager’s, are adorned with delicate gold bracelets that clink softly when she moves. Not a wrinkle in sight, not a hint of the anxiety I feel coursing through my own body.

“Very pretty,” I manage.

“Daniel bought it for me to celebrate my finally getting my French passport,” she says. “I’m a dual citizen now, but, mon dieu, did it take a long time.”

“I had no idea you were doing that.”

She reaches around me and seizes the passport holder, her movements fluid and graceful. I catch a glimpse of her manicured nails, painted a subtle ballet pink. “Oh, I submitted everything about a year ago and simply forgot all about it. You know the French, with their paperwork.” Her laugh tinkles like crystal. “It’s been a little dream of ours to spend more time in Provence, and everything is so much easier when you’re a citizen. You know how it is.”

I nod, though I don’t. Miguel and I haven’t been out of the country in years, not since Zach started college. Our passports gather dust in a drawer while our savings account dwindles with each of Zach’s tuition payments.

“What’s going on? Daniel said you wanted to see me.” Jo walks to a wide drawer and pulls out two glasses, the movement practiced and precise. “Lemonade? Sparkling water? I have a bottle of rosé open in the fridge.”

“Plain water is fine.”

Jo goes to the fridge and fills two glasses from the filter. “Olives? Cheese?” she offers, playing the perfect hostess. I recognize her constant motion now for what it is—an evasion tactic, a dance to keep distance between us and the truth.

“I’m fine. Let’s sit. We need to talk.” My heart hammers against my ribs.

“Oh?” She raises one sculptured eyebrow, the only part of her forehead that seems capable of movement. “That sounds serious.”

“It is.”

I walk over to the table and pull out a chair. From here I can see the two other full dining room sets Jo has in her house—the formal one in the dining room under a crystal chandelier, and the long teak table and benches on her patio, visible through the floor-to-ceiling windows. I count absently, realizing there’s a ratio of six dining chairs for each member of the household. The excess makes me dizzy. Will she buy three more sets for her house in Provence?

Jo places the glass of water on a coaster in front of me, the movement deliberate, controlled. “Is everything all right, Caren? It’s not your head, is it? I know a terrific neurologist. Dr. Freeman at Sibley.”

“No, it’s not my head.” I look directly into her eyes, searching for humanity behind the perfect mask. “It’s about Van.”

The change is immediate in Jo. She stiffens, her spine straightening as though someone has yanked an invisible string attached to her crown. Her chin lifts a fraction, her shoulders pull back. It’s the posture of someone preparing for battle, a general surveying the field before the first arrow flies.

“I see.” Her voice is cool, devoid of emotion. “What about Van?”

I take a sip of water to steady myself. “As you know, I run the yard sale with Kenya every year.” I pause, watching her face for any reaction, any crack in her façade. Does she know where I am going with this? That I am about to accuse her precious Van of being a thief? But Jo’s expression remains as placid as the still waters of a lake. No ripples of doubt, no creases of concern. Of course, it could just be the Botox. “Well, it’s come to my attention that one of the items we posted online was stolen. And it’s also come to my attention that Van was, well, he was breaking into homes two years ago.” I hold up a hand. “Please don’t deny it. I’m not here to get him in trouble.”

Her lips quiver slightly, as though she might smile, but she doesn’t. “Sounds like you know everything.”

“So he did steal that bracelet.”

A small nod. “Satisfied? You must be thrilled to learn that Rachel is not the only teenager who has had problems.” Her fingers tap once, twice against the table’s surface before she stills them. “You must be loving this.”

I lean forward. “I’m not here to judge you or Van.”

“Then why are you here?”

It’s a good question. I’m here because I want to know if Rachel was with him on these escapades. Rachel said no, and her calendar seems to back that up. But Yumi said yes. “I know someone was with him,” I say. “I want to know who.”

Jo brings her glass of water to her lips, and I see it—the slight tremor in her hand, making the water ripple against the crystal. There are some places on this woman’s body that Botox can’t reach. After she replaces the glass, she looks me in the eye, her gaze hard as flint.

“Why does that matter?”

“I think you know why.” My heart pounds so loudly I wonder if she can hear it.

“Actually, I don’t.”

“Was it Rachel who was with him when he broke into those houses?”

Her eyebrows shoot up. “Rachel? Is that what this is about?” She lets out a sharp laugh. “Good lord, no. You really have no idea what your daughter gets up to, do you?”

I’m so relieved by her authentic reaction to the idea that Rachel was involved that I let the insult slide. Whoever it was, it was not my daughter. Maybe Yumi saw another girl with Van that night—it could easily have been Eloïse. They’re the same height and build, with long brown hair. Yes, that was it. Two Allard siblings getting into trouble. No wonder Jo is so tense. Yumi didn’t lie to me, she was just mistaken.

“Anything else?” Jo asks. “I really have to get back to packing.”

Is there anything else? A flash of the bloodstained carpet from this morning’s visit to the house springs to my mind. “Yes, there is something else.”

“I’m listening.” A muscle throbs in her jaw.

“Did you drug me at your party, Jo?” The words rush out of me like water through a broken dam. “Did you knock me out so you could go into my house and look for that bracelet? Because you knew it could lead back to Van?” The thought crystallizes fully, no longer just a suspicion lurking in the shadows of my mind. “Did you drag me into the basement of that house on Baltimore?”

“You sound crazy.” Jo pushes her chair back with such force, it nearly topples over. She stands, looming over me, her shadow falling across the table. “Drug you? Do you hear yourself? You got drunk. We all saw it. We’re all talking about it. Did you know that? You’re the gossip of the neighborhood. Poor Caren, about to turn fifty, no job, no prospects, her kids are gone, and she’s becoming a lush. Did you hear she passed out in the street?”

“Go to hell, Jo.” I stand as well, my legs shaky.

“I feel sorry for you, and whatever this is.” She gestures at me with both hands, fingers splayed as though I’m something distasteful. “The place you should look for answers is in the mirror. Preferably with the help of a good therapist. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have some packing to get to.” She starts to walk away.

“I wasn’t drunk,” I call after her. “You know that and I know that.” The conversations of the past few days—Finn’s story, Yumi’s tales of secret visitors—swirl in my mind. “What about that nanny who lived in your rental?” I gesture with my chin to her large window that overlooks the backyard. “Autumn. She was killed in a robbery gone wrong. A break-in.”

She’s halfway across the room but stops and pivots. “Watch it.”

The thoughts keep coming, like a rushing river. “What if it was a burglary gone wrong and someone got killed? Even accidentally. I mean, a stolen bracelet, who cares? But murder? That would be a different story, wouldn’t it? If Van was involved.”

“Stop,” she commands. “Stop right there.” For one terrible second, Jo’s mask slips completely. Her face contorts into something monstrous—eyes narrowed to slits, nostrils flared, lips pulled back in a snarl of pure rage. I step back, genuinely frightened by the transformation. Then, just as quickly, she recomposes her features into the Jo we all know and admire.

“You’ve got it all wrong, as usual.” Her voice drips with disdain. “Poor Caren, always the last to know. Always a step behind. You may have clawed your way into this neighborhood, but you’ll always be the girl who went to some second-rate state school, who married up, but doesn’t quite fit.”

“You would know all about marrying up, Jo.”

“You should leave now.” She sneers at me. “And if you have any more questions, I suggest you ask Miguel. Let him fill you in.”






TEN MONTHS AGO


By the end of July, Tori was spending as much time at the Allards’ house as Van did at hers. No longer did she dread Wednesdays, when Leo was with her ex. Now she couldn’t wait for the middle of the week. When she got a text from her regular Wednesday-afternoon client canceling for the rest of the summer—she chose a lake house in Maine over therapy in Bethesda—Tori didn’t mind at all, despite the lost income. It just meant more time with him.

Van.

His name made her pulse quicken.

He possessed her thoughts every waking moment that she wasn’t actively focused on some specific task.

Undressing in the morning reminded her of being naked with him—the way his eyes darkened when she slipped out of her clothes. Washing herself in the shower sparked the memory of his hands on her body, leaving trails of heat where his fingers had been. Even eating breakfast recalled his teasingly feeding her fresh strawberries after they made love on his parents’ bed.

Nothing turned her on more than making love in Jo and Daniel’s bed, on their Egyptian cotton sheets, cool against her feverish skin, the faint scent of Jo’s expensive perfume lingering in the pillows. It felt like the ultimate revenge against the two people who’d made her feel so unwelcome in this neighborhood. So small.

When Van was on top of her, his lean muscles flexing with each movement, she would imagine Jo and Daniel returning early from France, exhausted and jet-lagged, bickering. Jo would be wilted from the flight, her designer clothes wrinkled, and all she’d want to do was take a hot shower and sleep in her own bed.

For Tori, picturing the horror on Jo’s face when she opened the door and saw her son framed by Tori’s legs could bring her to climax, her body arching with a pleasure enhanced by vengeance.

“I love these sheets,” Tori said one lazy afternoon, spreading her arms out wide like a child making a snow angel, the silky fabric sliding against her bare skin. “What brand are they?”

“Let’s see.” Van rolled over, exposing his naked back, a constellation of freckles scattered across his shoulders. He reached around the mattress to yank up a corner of the sheets. She loved that he was game for anything, his youth making him pliable in her hands. “Sferra Giza. That mean anything to you?”

It didn’t. But later, at home, when she should have been falling asleep to a meditation app, she pulled her computer onto her lap and looked it up. A full set of the Italian sateen sheets cost around twenty-five hundred dollars. Click. Into her cart they went. If Jo can have them, so can I. She told herself she wasn’t backsliding. Just buying a few choice things. Didn’t she deserve it? She vacillated between her hatred of the woman and scorching envy. Was Jo worth more than she was? Better than she was? The questions burned her mind like acid.

In the Allards’ master bathroom, after discovering a pink-and-red silk kimono hanging on a hook like a whisper of luxury, she took note of the designer and bought the identical one later at home. The fabric against her skin felt like stolen victory.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said,” Van said one night after they had made love, as his fingers traced lazy patterns on her stomach. “It is my life. I’m nineteen now. Why should I go to college if I don’t want to?”

“You shouldn’t. You should live the life you want. I mean, you deserve to be happy.” For someone trained as a therapist like herself, it was child’s play to plant these seeds of rebellion in the fertile soil of a young man. She only wished she could see Jo’s and Daniel’s faces when these seeds sprouted later this fall.

“I don’t want to go to some psycho school and just like compete with a bunch of sweats to be the best so I can get the highest-paying job and work like ninety hours a week.” He rolled over on his back. “What is the point? So I can have kids and put them through the same rat race? No, thanks.”

“Someone has to be brave enough to break the cycle.”

His eyes narrowed, and she could almost visualize the word brave rolling around his brain like a marble. What young man didn’t want to think of himself as brave? She knew, from the kids in her practice and their parents, that so many American boys grew up without a sense of purpose. The mythic quest they sought in movies and video games was simply nonexistent in their upper-middle-class lives.

“It’s not easy to chart your own territory,” she said, stroking his chest. “It’s sort of a rite of passage, from boyhood to manhood. Have you read The Hero with a Thousand Faces?”

He frowned and for a split second she thought she had laid it on too thick, that she had been too obvious. But then he exhaled loudly and turned to her. “No, but I’ve heard of it. I’ll check it out.”

“Read Marcus Aurelius too,” she said, intoxicated by the power she felt over his young mind. “Meditations. I think you’ll really relate.”

It was only a week later, sitting in the Allards’ immense Jacuzzi tub with Van, that she realized she might have made a terrible miscalculation and gone too far. Leo was asleep at home, and Autumn was in the basement. She had told Autumn she was going to the gym. Visiting Van when she had custody of Leo was riskier than anything she had done before, but she had convinced herself that she deserved an hour or two away. It’s not like she was neglecting Leo—he was asleep.

“My parents are coming back this weekend,” Van said, lifting a beer bottle to his mouth. “I’m not sure how we should tell them about us.”

Tori laughed, but he didn’t. A chill went through her despite the hot bubbling water. “That was a joke, right?” She propped herself up on one elbow and looked at his creased brow, a flutter of panic in her belly like a trapped bird. “Van?”

“I don’t want to sneak around,” he said. “I thought maybe I could move in with you.”

Tori started coughing in an effort to choke back her surprise. He couldn’t be serious. But one look at his face told her he was. “You can’t tell them.”

“I’m not afraid of them.” His voice had a stubborn edge, the confidence of youth that hadn’t yet learned about consequences.

“You should be.”

“Why?” He sat up, his sudden movement sending a wave of water sloshing over the edge of the tub. “I’ve decided. I’m not going to college. I’m going to move to Long Island and work with my uncle. I’ve already talked to him.”

Tori stared at him. Never once did she think he would follow through on his plans of rebellion. It was just fun, silly pillow talk. She had misjudged both his dissatisfaction with his parents’ view of success and his own personal resolve. She took a deep breath and channeled her professional training as a therapist, even as her heart hammered against her ribs. “These are two different issues. There’s what’s going on with us, and there’s your plans for the future.”

“It’s all the same issue.” His voice had an edge she hadn’t heard before. “‘Do every act of your life as though it were the very last act of your life.’”

“What is that supposed to mean?” She reached for his arm, but he pulled away.

“It’s Marcus Aurelius. I want to live my life with purpose and intention. I thought you wanted that too. I thought you wanted that for us.”

“Van, there is no us. This—” She waved her arm around the tub. “This was so much fun, but it was never going to last. It was a summer fling. I mean, you couldn’t possibly have believed…”

But the look on his face told her that he did believe. And she knew in her heart that she had led him to it. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly.

“Wait, are you breaking up with me?”

“It was always going to end.”

“No. I don’t accept that.” He moved toward her in the tub, water splashing everywhere and over the edge. “I get it. You’re scared. But I know you love me.”

“No, no.” She pulled back. “I never said that.” She stood up suddenly, covering her nakedness with her hands. “I never said that.”

“You didn’t say the words, but…” He looked up at her imploringly.

She felt dizzy as she stepped out of the tub and yanked a towel off the heated rack.

“What are you doing?” he called after her as she rushed into his parents’ bedroom to find her clothes. “You don’t need to be afraid of my parents, Tori.”

Tears filled her eyes, blurring her vision. Where the hell were her panties? Forget it. She grabbed her sundress and pulled it over her head. As she headed to the door, she felt his grip on her upper arm, stopping her short.

“What the hell? You’re just going to run away?” She turned to look at him. His face glowed red. She’d never seen him like this before.

“I have to go. Let me go.” She pulled her arm free and ran out the door.

Her heart thumped as she ran barefoot out the back door of his house, her shoes in her hand. She ran through the thick grass to the hole in the hedge, holding a breath that she didn’t exhale until she was through to the other side, her side. Once her feet hit the concrete of her back patio, she allowed herself to breathe.

She stood there a moment, staring back at the Allards’ house, her hair dripping, the reality of the mess she had created crashing down around her. Marks were already starting to form on her arm where he had grabbed her. She had nowhere else to go. This was her home. She had no choice but to slink back inside.

And pray that Van didn’t do anything stupid.

She couldn’t lie to herself—she had lost control of her little game.






TWENTY-SEVEN


The trill of the doorbell pierces my sleep. I sit upright, heart racing, my mind swimming in a fog of confusion. The throbbing in my head that sent me to a darkened room an hour ago has lessened slightly but is not gone. Fumbling for my phone, I squint at the time—almost six PM. Two missed calls from Miguel and a text message about takeout. My fingers hover over the screen as I recall Jo’s words earlier in the day.

I need Miguel to come home.

I need to ask him what Jo meant.

I need to tell him about the blood in the basement.

But instead of telling him that, I text him that takeout sounds good.

When the doorbell rings again, I drag my leaden body to the front door and pull it open to see Finn standing in the early-evening sunlight, his expression unreadable.

“Oh, hi.” I rub my eyes, trying to focus.

“Did I wake you?” he asks, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

“No. Yes. It doesn’t matter. Come on in.” My movements are mechanical as I snatch the mail from the mailbox before shutting the door. In the kitchen, I toss the stack onto the island with a dull slap and stumble toward the sink, desperate for water. “Anything for you?”

“I’m set, thanks.”

His eyes follow me as I gulp down the water. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m not sure if I told you, but I got a concussion on Saturday night. It makes me tired.”

“I can come back. I should have texted. I was just on the way home—”

“No, no, I’m glad you’re here.” I sound eager for company, and I realize I am. Especially his. After that conversation with Jo, I just want to talk to someone sympathetic. “Are you hungry?”

“I’m good. I just wanted to tell you that I checked, and Autumn wasn’t home the weekend that Yumi saw someone go to her house. So, whoever it was, they must have been visiting Tori Price.”

“I’m sorry, I just woke up. Walk me through this.”

“No, it’s me, I’m talking fast because I feel like I’m onto something.” His fingers drum an anxious rhythm on the countertop. “I have this theory, and it sounds crazy to even say it out loud, but what if she was having an affair with someone in the neighborhood? Tori, I mean. And whoever killed Autumn actually meant to kill Tori that night. Not Autumn. Did I tell you that when Autumn was killed, she was wearing Tori’s robe?”

My breath catches. “How do you know that? Was that in the police report?”

“I saw her wearing it. I think I told you that I was FaceTiming with her before she answered the door. She told me she’d be right back. That one of the neighbors was at the door.’”

I let this sink in, what it must have been like for Finn to be on a FaceTime call when Autumn was killed. How it must have magnified the whole trauma of losing her a thousandfold. “And you think whoever shot Autumn thought she was Tori,” I say quietly.

He nods slowly, his eyes never leaving mine. “I’ve always wondered that. And now I can’t help but think, maybe it was an affair gone wrong. And the killer came through the hedge in the yard. So someone who lives in Eastbrook. I mean, who else would know about the hole in the hedge?”

I think of the men who live nearby. Shawn and Daniel, of course. A few other dads. They are all committed family men. “I can’t picture any of the guys I know doing this. But I checked Jo’s Insta and she and Daniel were at a neighborhood party the night Autumn was killed.”

He shakes his head and sits at the counter, accidentally knocking the mail to the floor. “Sorry,” he says, bending down, hands visibly shaking. “I’m just nervous.” He scoops up the scattered envelopes and places them back on the counter with unnatural precision. “That’s why I need to talk to Tori. I need to find out if she was seeing someone and who it was. But I don’t want to go alone.”

“I would go with you,” I say, trying to ignore the warning bells clanging in my head. “But we don’t know where she lives.”

“Actually, I do.” A flash of triumph crosses his face. “I got her address today from a friend. Well, a friend of a friend. She lives in an apartment in Chevy Chase.”

“Wow. Nicely done.” My admiration is genuine despite the unease churning in my gut.

“So you’ll go with me?”

“You don’t mean now, right?” I’m too wiped out tonight to confront a woman about the married man she was sleeping with.

He laughs. “No. I meant tomorrow.”

The front door bursts open and Miguel and Rachel spill into the foyer, their laughter filling the house. Miguel carries a Chipotle bag into the kitchen while Rachel clutches the nub of a burrito wrapped in foil, sauce smeared at the corner of her mouth.

“Hi, Mom! We brought you food, but I ate mine in the car. I was so hungry.” She stops short when she sees Finn, her body language shifting instantly. “Hi.”

“Honey, this is Finn. He lives in the neighborhood.”

“Hi, Finn,” she says in a grown-up voice I haven’t heard her use before. And I remember in a flash—she’s eighteen. A woman. When did that happen? While I was looking the other way. “I’m gonna shower and then I was going to head over to Aida’s, if that’s okay.”

“That’s fine,” I say, forcing a smile that feels like it might crack my face. This is her last night here before she heads off to camp for six weeks, and she wants to spend it out with her friends. “Sounds fun.”

“Don’t stay out late,” Miguel says as he unpacks the rest of the food on the counter. “We have a long drive tomorrow.”

“I won’t.” Rachel kisses me on the cheek. “Nice meeting you!” she calls as she rushes out of the room.

Miguel opens the cupboard door and hesitates. “You joining us for dinner? There’s plenty.”

That’s the Miguel I fell in love with, spontaneous and warm.

Finn shakes his head. “I better get going. What time should I come by tomorrow?”

“How about eleven?” I ask. “I’ve been getting started pretty late these days.”

“What’s tomorrow?” Miguel asks.

“Oh, I’m going with Finn to see that woman who used to live in that house behind the Allards. The one where that young nanny was killed.” I shoot Finn a glance.

“Why?”

The word hangs in the air for a moment. It’s a reasonable question, but the look on Miguel’s face makes me think he is gearing up for a fight. I don’t want to tell him that it’s because Finn asked me to. For some reason, I feel protective of Finn, and irritated that Miguel thinks I owe him an explanation.

“I think he’d like some company.” It’s an elusive answer. We both know it.

“Yeah, I got that part,” Miguel says. “But why are you going to see her in the first place?”

“Because Finn wants some answers. And you know what? So do I.”

“I think I better get going,” Finn says. “And look, if you can’t come tomorrow, that’s fine—”

“No, I’m coming with you,” I say, more sure than ever. “I have a theory that this is all connected to Van—”

“Van?” Miguel barks out the word. “Now you’re dragging Van into this? Caren, this has to stop.”

I spin to face him. “I’m not dragging Van into anything. He was there. All along.”

“Yeah, I’m definitely going to go.” Finn begins backing out of the kitchen. I’m embarrassed he had to see Miguel and me argue, but I know somehow that he won’t hold it against me.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” I call after him. “Eleven o’clock.” I hope he can hear the resolve in my voice. Then I turn back to Miguel. “I saw Jo. I asked her about the bracelet. She basically admitted that Van had been breaking into people’s houses. And she was really rude to me.”

“Caren, look—”

“No. Let me finish. When I was talking to Jo, or more like getting yelled at by Jo, she said you could explain it to me.” I pause for breath. “I know Rachel wasn’t with Van, that she wasn’t sneaking into people’s homes, stealing, but she’s got to be involved somehow. So tell me, Miguel, because it doesn’t add up.”

His jaw clenches, a muscle working frantically beneath the skin. “Fine. You’re right. Rachel was involved. But I did what I did because I was trying to protect her.”






TWENTY-EIGHT


“Protect her from what?” My voice is low, vibrating with suppressed panic.

Miguel shakes his head. “Caren, why did you go to Jo’s? I need to know.”

I choke out a laugh. “You need to know? That’s rich.”

“What made you go to her?” His tone is so out of character, so insistent, that I relent.

“Fine. I’ll go first. Then you. I went over to Jo’s because no one was telling me the truth about that bracelet. I knew in my gut that Rachel was involved somehow, but I didn’t know how. Yumi told me she saw Van breaking into houses—”

“She told you that?”

“Yeah. She said she also saw a girl with him who she thought was Rachel. But then it turned out Rachel was out of town that weekend. I wanted the truth. And then Yumi told us that someone was making regular visits to the house that Tori Price lived in—”

“Whoa, whoa.” He holds his hands up. “Us? Who’s us? And who’s Tori Price?”

“She’s that single mom who lived in the house behind the Allards. The big modern one, where that nanny was killed last year. That was Finn’s closest friend.”

“Caren, sweetie, mi amor.” He comes around the island, arms outstretched. “Baby, you are in over your head.”

I scramble to my feet and step back. “Don’t do that. Don’t patronize me.”

“I’m not patronizing you. I’m worried about you.”

“I think Jo spiked my drink. That’s what I think. That she saw that bracelet on the Facebook page—”

His eyes widen and he brings his hands together as if in prayer. “Please, dear Lord, please tell me you did not accuse Jo Allard of drugging you.”

“And I think maybe Van killed that girl.”

Miguel pulls out a stool and sits down on it, cradling his face in his hands. “I’m speechless. I don’t even know where to begin.” He looks up at me, pleadingly. “Is this Finn guy putting all these ideas into your head?”

“No. Of course not.”

“I mean, this is some crazy conspiracy-level shit, Caren. I’m not sure it’s a good idea for you to hang out with him.”

I laugh bitterly. “I’m almost fifty. You can’t tell me who I’m allowed to hang out with.”

“It’s not about allowed. It’s about what’s healthy. I think you should talk to someone.”

“I did talk to someone, Miguel. I talked to Jo. Now it’s your turn. What did she mean that you would explain everything?”

His head jerks up, but he’s looking past me. I turn to see Rachel in the doorway, her long wet hair hanging over her shoulders. “What are you guys fighting about?”

“Nothing, sweetie,” Miguel says. “We’re just talking.”

“Mom?” She looks to me. “I heard you say ‘Van’ when I was coming down the stairs.”

“What else did you hear?” I hold my breath, hoping that she didn’t hear me say I thought Van might have killed that nanny. It was reckless to talk that way with her so close by.

“Nothing. Why?”

I hold out my hand, and she takes a tentative step forward, grasping it. “Honey, I need to know about that bracelet. The gold one with the heart. Where did you get it?”

Her lower lip trembles as she takes a seat at the counter between Miguel and me.

“Van gave it to me,” she says softly.

“Why would Van give you a bracelet?”

Her fingers trace an invisible pattern on the countertop, her eyes fixed downward.

“Rachel, honey?” I lean forward, trying to catch her gaze.

“I don’t know. We kind of were together. Like, for a really short time.” Her shoulders go up and down a little, a tiny shrug that speaks volumes. “He gave me a bunch of stuff. Little things, jewelry, you know.”

“Wait, you were dating Van? When?” I glance at Miguel but I can’t read his face. He doesn’t look as shocked as I feel, but maybe he is just trying to maintain his composure.

“We weren’t dating.” She spits out the word. “We were just hanging out in the same group. I don’t want to talk about it.”

“I had no idea.”

“Yeah, well, whatever. It wasn’t serious.”

“But serious enough for him to give you a bracelet,” I say. “Did you know it had been stolen?”

“Sort of? Like, he didn’t say it, but yeah, I kind of knew that he had been going into people’s houses and stuff.” She looks up suddenly, her eyes swimming with tears, a plea for understanding written across her face. “Please don’t tell anyone, Mom.”

I sit back down on a stool, letting this wash over me. The thought of Van getting close to my Rachel sickens me. I’d heard rumors of him being a player over the years. He certainly had that swagger. Questions swirl in my mind. Might this be the drama that seemed to sink her fall of junior year? All those sleepovers at the Allards’, hanging out with Eloïse—I shudder thinking that it was all just a cover for her to be with Van. And if I had known at the time that Van was passing along stolen goods to her, I would have lost it. Gone to the police. Which is exactly why she didn’t tell me. I’m trying to see her honesty now as a sign of maturity and stymie the urge to call the police and turn in Van this minute.

“I didn’t mean to keep the bracelet, I swear. It was an accident,” she says. “I thought I gave everything back.”

“Did he ask you to?” I can feel my pulse pick up speed, each beat a reminder of how little I know about my daughter’s life.

She nods, a tear slipping down her cheek. “Not him, but Eloïse. Last fall. She said her parents had found out what Van had been doing. That’s why they sent him to Europe last August, instead of going to Stanford. He went to this, like, rehab place in Switzerland—”

“I thought he was taking a gap year, helping sail some yacht across the Mediterranean.”

She shakes her head. “That’s just what the Allards told people. They, like, shipped him off against his will. Said they wouldn’t pay for Stanford unless he took a year off.”

“I didn’t realize you and Eloïse were back on speaking terms.”

“We’re not exactly. She showed up in the fall at the courts after practice and kind of, like, ambushed me. To be fair, I had blocked her. She was a total mess. You know how she worships Van. How she’d do anything for him. She was so upset that he was gone. Hysterical upset. She had this whole fantasy of them going to Stanford together.”

“And now they are.”

Rachel nods. “True, but at the time, he was gone. Sent away. She told me her parents needed all the stolen stuff back, that otherwise Van could go to jail. And she kind of apologized. I mean, it was more a justification of her actions if you want to know the truth, but at least she admitted she had acted like a bitch.” Her eyes flick to my face. “Sorry.”

I wrap my arms around her and give her a hug. “Oh, honey, I had no idea you were going through all this.”

“It’s so embarrassing.” Her voice breaks, and she lets out a little whimper. “I don’t even think he liked me. He was horrible to me.”

I stiffen. “How so?” I ask, trying to sound calm.

She pulls back from my hug. “At first, he was so nice. He really was. When I would go to Eloïse’s, I’d always end up talking late into the night with Van. He told me he could talk to me like he couldn’t to anyone else. I think Eloïse was jealous, actually, ’cause he started to pay so much attention to me. But then he changed.”

“How did he change?”

“I don’t know. I mean, he started pressuring me to, you know. He wanted me to take pictures and send them to him. And videos.”

“Videos of what?” I’m horrified.

She shoots Miguel a little glance, clearly embarrassed. “Like, whatever, you know, me doing stuff.”

“That is awful. I can’t believe that.”

“Why?” Her tone is sharp. “Guys do it all the time. Van does it all the time. Do I have to talk about this?”

“No. You don’t. I’m just glad you ended it.” I squeeze her arm, numbness settling on me.

She laughs bitterly. “That’s the pathetic part. He’s the one who dumped me. Homecoming night there was a small after-party at the Allards’ and Van and me ended up in his room and I didn’t want to do anything and he kept, like, pressuring me and I tried to leave and he wouldn’t let me go.”

My whole body feels rigid with anticipation. Please God, I pray, hoping this story is not going to end up with my daughter assaulted. I feel fury—at Van, at myself for not knowing. “Go on.”

“I actually climbed out the window onto that low roof thing and then climbed down their trellis.”

“You did what?”

“Yeah, I’m not even kidding. He was like, ‘If you want to leave, you have to climb out the window.’ So I did. I was crying. I was actually scared he might hurt me.”

“Why didn’t you call me? Or your dad?” She doesn’t answer, but her eyes flit to Miguel. And then I know. “You did call your dad.”

She nods. “He came and got me.”

“I see.” I cross my arms over my chest.

“Don’t be mad, Mom. It was, like, three in the morning. I had been drinking, I was upset and I didn’t want to deal with a lot of questions. Dad came and got me and took me home. It’s not that deep.”

I can see it all in my mind like a movie, a terrified Rachel fending off Van, forced to climb out the window and down a trellis in her homecoming dress. She must have been confused, humiliated. And in that moment, she knew that she could count on her father to come rescue her. I don’t begrudge them their closeness. What mother wouldn’t want her daughter to feel loved and supported by her father? But it stings, like lemon juice on a paper cut.

“So that’s why you stopped wanting to go to school? Because of what happened with Van? Did he harass you at school?”

“What?” She snorts. “No.” She looks away, biting her lower lip. “It wasn’t Van. It was Eloïse. She called me a liar when I told her what happened. Told everyone I was ‘mentally unstable’ and making up stories about her brother because I was in love with him. Her friends, my friends, started calling me ‘psycho.’ Literally, they’d whisper ‘psycho’ when I walked by. They’d text me, like, self-harm tests and mental-health screenings, and, like, suicide hotline memes.”

“That is disgusting. I am so sorry.”

Rachel laughs bitterly. “Yeah, well, whatever. I always knew Eloïse could be like that. I just never thought she would do it to me.”

“Horrible. I am so sorry you had to go through all that.” I wrap my arms around her. Why didn’t you tell me? I want to scream. I don’t dare look at Miguel. I can’t process the fact that he’s kept all this from me, not right now anyway. That’s a cut so deep I fear the pain might swamp me. I need to focus on Rachel. As much as it is ripping me apart, I have to accept that she didn’t come to me when she was going through all this. But she’s talking to me now. I cling to that.

“Whatever.” Rachel pushes her hair off her face. “It’s over. I transferred. And I gave everything back, or I thought I did. But then, like a month ago, I found the bracelet and I was just so grossed out by the whole thing. I was like, I do not want this in my life anymore. I thought about reaching out to her, but honestly, I really don’t want to talk to Eloïse. So I threw it away. I mean, I should have thrown it away. But I put it in the donation bag. I didn’t know you would find it. I’m so sorry.” She catches my eye. “Is Van going to go to jail? Am I going to go to jail?”

“No, you’re not going to jail.” I take her trembling hand in mine. “I’m glad you told me the whole story.” I can’t resist shooting Miguel a pointed look.

“I’m glad too.” She squeezes my hand. “I’ve been wanting to tell you for a while, but they agreed that the fewer people who knew, you know, the less likely Van and Noah would get in trouble.”

“Noah?” I suck in my breath. “He was involved too?”

She nods. “I mean, I honestly don’t care what happens to Van. But Noah? I feel like he just did whatever Van told him to do, even if he didn’t want to. It’s, like, actually sad. And I didn’t want to see Noah get in trouble.” Her loyalty to her childhood friend seeps through her words, genuine and touching despite everything.

“Right. That makes sense.” I nod slowly, processing. “Who’s the ‘they’? You said ‘they agreed.’”

“Caren, I think that’s enough for today.” Miguel’s discomfort is palpable but it only makes me want to keep pushing.

“What?” I bristle. “I’m just trying to understand.”

“You know, Van’s parents.” Rachel glances up at Miguel and smiles. “And Dad.”

My half smile freezes in place. “You knew about the stolen jewelry?” I ask him, trying to keep my voice light and pleasant.

“Don’t be mad at him, Mom. Dad was the one who actually arranged it all with Van’s parents. You know, returning everything so I didn’t have to deal with the Allards.” She says it as if it’s the most natural thing in the world, unaware of the earthquake happening inside me. “He was trying to help.”

The betrayal hits me, stealing my breath. Behind Rachel, Miguel clears his throat. “Don’t worry, baby girl. It’s all in the past.”

She swivels her head from parent to parent, checking to see if all is okay in her world. I keep a small smile plastered on my face, which is enough to soothe her worries. She gives Miguel a hug and a kiss and then the same for me. “I love you guys so much,” she says, standing up. “Like, I truly appreciate you as parents. So many parents would be just awful about this, and you guys are so understanding.”

“You’re a good kid,” Miguel says. “Now go have some fun tonight.”

We sit there as Rachel bounds out of the room, her footsteps thundering up the stairs, leaving a charged silence in her wake.

I turn to face Miguel. “You knew about Van. You knew she was seeing him, and he basically assaulted her? You knew he gave her stolen jewelry, and you’ve known for all this time.” Each word is as sharp as broken glass. “When I asked you about it the other day, you told me not to jump to conclusions. But you knew everything.”

“I know this is a shock to the system. I don’t blame you for being upset. But when you calm down, I think you’ll understand why it happened the way it did. The important thing is that it’s all in the past now. Look at how well Rachel is doing, mi amor, focus on that.” He reaches for me, but I pull back, out of reach.

“Don’t ‘mi amor’ me.” My voice trembles with the effort of keeping it low. “You lied to me, Miguel. Who are you trying to protect now? Rachel, or yourself?”

“This family,” Miguel says, his voice dropping to match my intensity. “I’m trying to protect this family. But you’re making it kind of hard.”
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Finn gets up early Thursday morning, walks Muffinhead and then Rosie, and arrives at the Costas’ house a few minutes before eleven. He’s arranged it with Howie to work from four PM until closing today so he has a few hours to kill with whatever he and Caren have planned. He tries not to show his alarm when she answers the door, her eyes bloodshot and puffy.

“Are you okay?” Finn asks. “You did say eleven o’clock, right?”

“Yup. I’m fine,” she says, her voice brittle as she steps onto the stoop and shuts the door behind her. “I just need coffee. Can you drive?” She tosses him the keys before he has a chance to respond.

Something in her tone makes him hesitate, his feet rooted to the spot. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“I’m sure.” The words come out clipped, definitive.

He slips behind the wheel of her Honda minivan, noting how surreal it feels to be driving the quintessential suburban people mover alongside an actual Karen. He almost makes a joke, but a glance at the rigid set of Caren’s jaw changes his mind.

He drives to Tatte, leaving Caren in the car while he gets the coffee. Inside, Finn’s eyes scan the counter eagerly, his heart sinking when he realizes Ellis isn’t working the morning shift. The flutter in his belly from thinking of her catches him off guard—an unfamiliar optimism he hasn’t felt about the future in a long time. The line moves fast, and he’s back to the car within a few minutes. Caren is sitting perfectly still, sunglasses hiding her eyes, looking straight ahead.

“Okay, what’s up?” Finn slides into the driver’s seat, handing her the coffee. “I mean, if you want to tell me.”

“I don’t even know where to begin. Turns out my daughter and Van were involved for a short time fall of her junior year, when he was a senior and he tried to pressure her into doing things she didn’t want to.”

“Gross.”

“Extremely gross. And then when Rachel refused him, his awful little sister and her friends bullied Rachel to the point that she became so depressed she basically had to leave school.”

“That is a lot to deal with. How is she doing now?”

“Now she’s doing okay. But it’s going to take me a minute to process all this. I literally just found this all out last night. I mean, I knew Rachel and Eloïse had stopped being friends, but I had no idea the crap she was pulling. She was sending my daughter suicide memes.”

“That’s incredibly fucked-up.”

“I’ll tell you, I’m glad I didn’t know about the way Van and Eloïse treated Rachel when I went to talk to Jo yesterday.” Her voice cracks on the name. “If I had, I would have lost it on her. Jo is an entitled bitch, excuse my French, and she has raised two awful kids.”

“Wait, you went and saw Jo? What happened?”

“I kind of accused Van of maybe being the one who killed Autumn.”

“Wow.” He leans back in the seat, letting implication wash over him. “Okay, that’s a lot.”

“I know. She didn’t take it well.”

“I bet. What did she say?”

“She tried to change the subject. She did a good job actually. Turns out that Van was stealing from our neighbors, and that he gave my daughter a stolen bracelet, among other things. Jo knew, my husband knew, but no one told me about any of this. I found out everything yesterday, like a fool.”

“Oof. That’s hard.”

“Yeah, well, I know in my gut that the bracelet has something to do with what happened to me on Saturday,” she says. “I was looking for it the other day and couldn’t find it anywhere. And then the next day, voilà, it magically appears.”

“Wait, hold on a second. I completely forgot to tell you.” He puts the coffee in the cup holder and pulls out his phone.

“Tell me what?” Caren pushes her glasses onto the top of her head.

Finn fumbles with his phone, the adrenaline starting to pick up in his system. With everything going on, the text conversation he saw on the Williamses’ iPad slipped his mind. “Here we go.” He tilts the phone to Caren, who peers at the screenshots as he reads the texts out loud. “The first one says, ‘Got it and dropped it off.’ Then Miguel says, ‘We’re all good.’ Then, ‘No problems with C?’ And then Miguel texts, ‘She doesn’t suspect a thing.’”

“What the hell!” Caren grabs the phone and brings it closer to her face. After a few seconds of staring at the phone, she hands it back to him. “Who’s the number my husband is texting with?”

Finn shrugs. “I saw this on the Williamses’ iPad. At their house.”

Caren pulls out her own phone. “That’s not Kenya’s number.” She pauses, her mouth puckered as if she’s tasted something bitter. “It’s Shawn’s.” She looks up at him. “What is going on?”

He shrugs. “I think you better ask your husband. Or the Williamses.”

“Oh, believe me, I plan to.”

They sit in silence a moment, a silence so tense it seems to vibrate. Finn can tell Caren is furious, but he doesn’t know what to say. He thinks of his own mom, and what he would say to her if she were this angry.

“Wanna go key someone’s car?”

Caren grins. “I do. I actually do. Shawn’s, maybe. He has this really obnoxious Porsche SUV.” She turns in her seat to face him. “You know what this means, right? That they had the bracelet. The Williamses did. And Shawn dropped it off and Miguel gave it to me, pretending he found it.”

“Possibly. But why bring it to Miguel, to have him pretend to find it?”

“Possibly? No. Definitely. Rachel told me yesterday that Noah, you know—Shawn and Kenya’s son—was involved in the burglaries with Van.” Caren shakes her head and stares out the front window. “I don’t know. I don’t want to let myself think that Shawn could have been the one who spiked my drink, but if he was after that bracelet…”

“Listen,” Finn says. “Maybe this isn’t the best time to go see Tori Price.”

“This is a great time,” Caren says through gritted teeth. “Let’s freaking go.”

Finn holds his hands up in surrender. He’s not about to argue with Caren right now. Plus, he wants her with him. He doesn’t want to do this alone.

The drive to the apartment complex in Friendship Heights takes less than five minutes. With each passing block, Finn’s heart rate speeds up. He’s closer than ever to uncovering what happened to Autumn. Yet now, on the precipice of discovery, dread pools in his stomach.

They park on Willard Avenue, a few blocks from the building. It’s only once they’re inside the over-air-conditioned main lobby that they realize it’s a mix of apartments and offices. Finn approaches the front desk, where an older man with thick glasses sits hunched over a sudoku puzzle, red pen poised above the page. He barely glances up when Finn tells him he is there to see Tori Price.

“No one by that name lives here,” he says dismissively and turns his attention back to his puzzle, effectively ending the conversation.

Disappointed, Finn rejoins Caren, who is standing in front of a large digital panel on a wall where a list of professional offices scrolls slowly by. He tells her there’s no resident with the name Tori Price. “You sure you have the right address? There’s also no Tori Price who has an office here. Unless she works for one of the companies on this list. If that’s the case, we’ll never find her.”

Feeling more desperate by the minute, Finn returns to the attendant’s desk. “Excuse me, I’m sorry to bother you again, but I’m looking for a therapist by the name of Tori Price.”

“There’s a physical therapist on the second floor,” the man says, without looking up from his puzzle.

“No, a mental-health therapist.”

The man looks up, vaguely annoyed. “We got a couple like that. They’re both on the fourth floor.”

In the elevator, Finn fidgets uncontrollably—adjusting his messenger bag, fingering the tarot card in his back pocket, picking at his nails. But nothing can alleviate the feeling that the walls seem to be closing in with each passing floor.

“You’re nervous,” Caren says matter-of-factly, her gaze anchoring him. “We got this.”

The elevator door opens with a soft ding, and they walk slowly down the carpeted hall, searching each nameplate for Tori Price. The hallway seems endless, each wrong door ramping up Finn’s anxiety.

At the end of the hallway they come to a glass door etched with the words NEW HORIZONS MENTAL WELLNESS. The office inside is empty and sterile—blond wood chairs with beige cushions and a glass coffee table upon which sit four business card holders. Finn’s hands shake slightly as he picks up one from each of them. They are all psychotherapists, but none are named Tori Price. His stomach drops. “Could she have changed her name?” he asks.

A woman in a navy suit with a tight bun enters the room, her heels clicking sharply against the floor. “Can I help you?” she asks, her voice as cold and smooth as glass.

“We’re looking for Tori Price,” Caren says, stepping forward slightly as if to shield Finn. “The security guard sent us here, but I think we have the wrong office.”

“Oh yes.” A small smile plays at the edges of her lips. “That happens. You want the Cohen Group, all the way down the other end of the hall.”

The dark hallway seems to stretch forever as they retrace their steps. Above them, fluorescent lights cast harsh shadows, making the corridor feel like something from a nightmare. He prays that Ellis’s friend did not give them bad info.

Finally, at the last door, below a tarnished plaque that reads COHEN GROUP, they find a nameplate with TORI PRICE, LPC engraved on it.

Adrenaline shoots through him, and he can feel the blood rushing to his ears. He steals a glance at Caren, who gives him a smile.

“Do we just go in?” he asks, his voice barely above a whisper. “And demand she talk to us?”

“Why not?” Caren asks, pushing open the door.

“This is a very Karen thing to do,” he stage-whispers, a feeble attempt at humor to mask his fear.

She looks at him hard, her eyes flashing with an intensity that takes him by surprise. “No, it’s a very middle-aged-mom thing to do. I’m no longer waiting for permission. Now, let’s go get some answers.”

Finn follows her into the office, praying that a little of that confidence might rub off on him.






THIRTY


The first thing Finn notices when they enter are the plants. The waiting room is exploding with greenery—a large ficus tree in the corner, its leaves casting dappled shadows across the worn carpet while spider plants hang from baskets in a grimy window.

The opposite of the sterile Prison House that Tori Price used to live in.

Every surface holds a fern, a succulent, or some small figurine, as if whoever decorated this room was terrified of empty space.

“This is not what I expected,” Caren says.

“Me neither.” Finn eyes the stacks of magazines and books on the coffee table, smiling when he notices the novel Stay Gold. He was obsessed with Tobly McSmith’s stories about trans guys back when he was in high school.

“I’m not sure I would trust these people with my mental-health care,” Caren says, her fingertips hovering over a Russian matryoshka doll on the bookshelf without quite touching it. “On the other hand, they’re clearly not obsessed with appearances. That’s kind of refreshing for Bethesda.”

Finn leaves the waiting room and walks slowly down the hall. There are four doors, three closed and one open that leads to a bathroom with mint-green tiles visible from the hallway.

At the door with a sign that reads TORI PRICE, he pauses, holding his breath. The sound of voices filters through the thin wood, indistinct murmurs. The hair on his arms stands on end—she’s just on the other side, the woman who might hold the key to everything. He hustles back to the waiting room.

“She’s here, I heard her,” he whispers, the words rushing out between shallow breaths.

“I guess we’ll wait,” Caren replies, her tone calm. She takes a seat.

Finn sits beside her, the ancient chair sighing beneath his weight. He checks his phone and seeing a text from his mom, he responds with practiced efficiency: Yes, I’m fine. Yes, I’m eating. Yes, I’m getting out and having fun. He presses Send, guilt pricking at him for the half-truths.

Although he’s sure his mom wouldn’t think it, staking out Tori Price’s office with Caren is, in its own weird way, kind of fun. The thought ambushes him, and he feels a little guilty thinking that—a traitor to Autumn’s memory. He knows it’s survivor’s guilt. How can he enjoy himself when Autumn is dead? But that logic, which seemed airtight a year ago, has lost its magical hold on him recently. Maybe it’s feeling like he’s not all alone in this—his landlady helping, meeting Caren, even Detective Aziz checking on him. Maybe it’s meeting Ellis, whose smile makes him forget, if only for seconds at a time, why he’s still in Eastbrook. Or maybe it’s just time, that relentless force that dulls even the sharpest edges of grief. Being miserable is exhausting, and he’s ready for a new primary emotion.

The minutes seem to stretch like hours. After what feels like an eternity, a woman about Caren’s age enters the room, followed by Tori. He feels a rush of adrenaline as soon as he sees her familiar face, delicate features, dark hair. The client’s sniffling, her makeup smudged at the corners of her eyes.

“I’ll see you next week,” the woman says, her voice thick with emotion, and puts dark glasses on before leaving, never even glancing over at him or Caren, whether it’s out of etiquette or she’s too wrapped in her own pain to notice them, he has no idea.

But Tori notices them. She stands at the entrance to the room, her arms crossed tightly across her chest like armor, her lips pressed together in disapproval.

“Can I help you?” Her tone is glacial.

Caren pops up out of her seat, smoothing her shirt with practiced ease. “Tori Price, right? I’m Caren Costa.” She extends her hand, which Tori pointedly ignores.

Finn stands as well, his legs unsteady beneath him as he introduces himself.

“We live in Eastbrook,” Caren says, dropping her rejected hand casually to her side. “And we were hoping you could spare us a few minutes.”

Tori doesn’t smile. She doesn’t blink. Her face might as well be carved from stone. “That won’t be possible. I’m very busy.”

“Oh, I think you can give us five minutes.” Caren cocks her head and smiles. There’s steel beneath the suburban mom exterior, and it’s showing now.

Finn watches the two women stare at each other, locked in a silent battle of wills, wondering who will back down first.

Finally, Tori turns and walks out of the room, her shoulders tight with resignation. “Let’s make this quick, shall we?” she says over her shoulder, the words clipped and cold.

In her small bland office—so different from the chaotic botanical explosion of the waiting room—Finn sits on one end of the sofa while Caren sits on the other. Across from them, Tori sits in a desk chair, her body as rigid as humanly possible, as if relaxing even an inch might cause her to shatter.

“So, what do you want from me?” Tori asks.

“Do you recognize me?” Finn asks, leaning forward slightly. “I came by the house once last year to pick up Autumn.” His voice catches on her name, as it always does.

Tori’s face softens. “I recognize you. You were friends.”

“She was my best friend.” His voice is raw, the words inadequate to describe what Autumn had been to him—lifeline, confidante, the one person who saw him completely.

“I’m sorry about Autumn,” Tori says. “She was a lovely girl.” Her eyes drift to a point somewhere over his shoulder, unable to meet his gaze.

“She was more than that. She was family to me.”

“This must be really hard for you. You must miss her a lot.”

“Miss her?” he repeats incredulously. He had moments when he couldn’t catch a breath, suddenly remembering that Autumn was dead and not coming back. Some mornings he didn’t want to get out of bed, didn’t want to talk to anyone, see anyone. He could waste away an afternoon, sitting in a daze of grief that made him feel catatonic. “Yeah, I miss her every day.”

Caren reaches over and squeezes Finn’s hand, her touch warm and steady.

Tori reaches for a box of tissues from the coffee table between them, and at first Finn thinks she is going to offer him one and readies his no thanks, defenses rising. But then she takes a tissue out and dabs her own eyes, surprising him. “It’s awful. I think about her all the time too. I feel so guilty.” Her voice breaks on the last word.

“Why? Is that because you know who killed her?” he asks.

Tori looks up sharply, as if struck. She narrows her eyes. “How did you find me? I’ve been very careful.”

“We’re not here to get you in trouble,” Caren says, her voice kinder than Finn expected. “Or blow your cover, or whatever.”

“I made promises that I would never talk about this.” Tori twists the tissue into a knot.

“Who did you promise?” Caren and Finn ask at the same time, their voices overlapping.

“You mean the Allards, don’t you?” Caren asks.

“They can’t know I’m talking to you. That’s part of the deal we made,” Tori says, her eyes darting to the door as if expecting someone to burst through it at any moment. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to see justice done. It just can’t come from me.”

“So, let us help,” Finn says.

“Hold on,” Caren says, raising a hand. “What deal?”

For a moment the room is silent and Finn wonders if they’ve run out of luck. Gotten as much information as they can from this woman. She’s not right, he thinks, there’s something really wrong with her, like an alien who’s pretending to be a human but either underreacting or camping it up. But then Tori looks right at him and nods.

“I was in trouble. Out of money.” Tori’s words tumble out. “I couldn’t stay in that house after what happened to Autumn. The Allards offered me money if I…” She hesitates. “If I didn’t tell the police—” She stops abruptly, horror spreading across her face as she realizes she’s said too much.

“Tell the police about what? The affair?” Caren asks, leaning forward. “You were sleeping with Daniel Allard, weren’t you?”

Tori hangs her head. “No.”

“We know,” Caren says. “We know you were seeing one of the dads in the neighborhood.”

Finn glances at Caren out of the corner of his eye. They know no such thing. It’s a long shot.

“It’s worse than that,” she says in a tiny voice. “I was sleeping with Van.”

Beside him, Caren sucks in her breath. “He’s, what, half your age?” Disgust colors her words.

A slight flush creeps up Tori’s neck. “He was nineteen, it’s not illegal.”

“We don’t care about that,” Finn says, shooting Caren a look. “What does this have to do with Autumn?”

“It didn’t end well with Van. He got angry.”

“How angry?” Finn’s mind whirls with this new information. A bad breakup. A jilted lover. And Autumn, wrapped in Tori Price’s pink kimono. He can see it in his mind, like a movie. An enraged Van showing up at the house, maybe drunk, seeing the kimono shimmer in the dark hallway. Making a mistake. “Was he angry enough to become violent?”

“You don’t understand,” she says, her eyes filling with fresh tears that spill over onto her cheeks. Her hands tremble as she reaches for another tissue. “I had no idea Autumn would get hurt. You have to believe me.” Desperation bleeds through her words, begging for absolution he cannot give.

Finn leans forward until he’s perched on the very edge of the sofa, his entire body tense with anticipation. “Is it possible that Van came to your house that night looking for you? And that he mistook Autumn for you and shot her instead?”

Tori looks up at him, her eyes glistening with tears.

“You have to swear that you won’t let them know you heard it from me.”






TEN MONTHS AGO


Tori awoke the day after the bathtub scene to ten missed calls and a dozen text messages from Van, apologizing, groveling really, and begging her to respond.

She knew what it meant.

If it weren’t happening to her, if it were happening to a patient, she would describe it as textbook controlling behavior. The kind that seemed to come out of nowhere, like a light switching on. How many times had she sat across from women in her office who were dismayed that the sweet guy they had been dating had seemingly changed overnight, had hit them, or stalked them, or raged at them? How sure she had felt, counseling these women, that she, Tori, would have noticed the red flags. Would have seen the jarring shift coming a mile away.

Well, she hadn’t. And now she had a potentially explosive situation on her hands. She needed to tread gingerly.

Her ex was dropping Leo off right after noon, so she wanted to get to the grocery store to pick up his favorites. She liked to have the fruit washed and sliced, the cheese cubed, and little cracker sandwiches of peanut butter and jelly waiting on the counter when he returned. It was her ritual, her way of telling Leo that even when he was gone, she had been thinking about him.

After some deliberation she decided to answer Van’s many texts with: I’m with my son today. I’ll call you tomorrow.

Monday came and she didn’t call.

When she awoke, she saw that Gil, the hiring partner at the mental-health group she worked for, had put a last-minute meeting on her calendar. This was not a good thing. She knew she hadn’t been the most attentive therapist this past month. A few of her patients had complained, and one had caught her checking her phone.

Van was waiting for her outside her office building. As soon as she turned the corner of Bethesda Avenue, she caught sight of him and almost stopped short. Instead, she kept walking, fixing a smile on her face.

“What are you doing here?”

“I went up to see you but they said you hadn’t come in yet, so I waited outside.” He had his hands shoved deep into his shorts, flip-flops on his feet. What must her colleagues have thought?

“You went inside? Who did you talk to?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Who cares? I’ve been trying to reach you. Did you get my texts?”

“Morning, Tori.” She looked up to see another therapist in the practice opening the glass door to the building.

“Oh, hi!” She gave a chipper smile and a wave. Once the woman was inside the foyer, Tori turned back to Van. “You can’t be here.”

“I need to talk to you.”

“Later.” She forced herself to smile and soften her tone. “We can talk later, ’kay?”

By the time she got to the fourth floor, where the administrative offices and group therapy rooms were, she had sweat through her blouse. She pushed open the glass door of the room the practice used for intake with patients to find Gil sitting at one end of the long conference table, squinting at his phone, his glasses pushed up on his forehead.

He looked like a professor in his rumpled sports jacket, his curly hair springing from the sides of his head to compensate for his receding hairline. But she knew he was a capitalist at heart. A psychiatrist, he had stopped practicing years ago, and ran this lucrative mental-health group with the marketing and business savvy that rivaled a hotel chain.

“Sit down, Tori, this won’t take long.” He proceeded to inform her that he had received a complaint about her. “The patient said you’ve been distracted in sessions, looking at your phone, staring off into space. They’ve reached out because they want to change therapists.”

“Who is it?” Tori ran through her clients, but none stood out as noticeably upset with her.

“We are going to accommodate their request, of course,” he said, lifting his chin and peering down at her. His distaste could not have been more apparent had he held his nose. “Once we do so, which should be by the end of the day, you’ll know their identity. But, Tori, I urge you not to focus on them, but on your own behavior. This is not the first time we’ve received complaints about your lack of professionalism. It’s just the first time someone has asked to see another therapist.”

“I had no idea.” Her body felt instantly hot. He thought she was a screwup and had for a while. All those friendly hellos and chitchat in the break room, it was all fake. She felt herself shrink in her swivel chair.

“If further association with this group is your desired outcome,” Gil said, “it will necessitate engaging in a structured mentorship program. I’ll send the details by the end of the day. Oh, and Tori, try to limit personal visits from friends to the office.”

He dismissed her with a little wave. Out in the hall, she parsed the corporate language. She was being put on some kind of probation, although she didn’t know exactly what that looked like. Her skin was boiling hot and she felt like she couldn’t breathe.

She was at risk of losing everything. This had to end.

That night, after dinner and reading Leo to sleep, she wrapped herself up in her pink kimono, lay in bed, and told Cyrus she needed some advice.

“All right, I’m listening. What’s going on now? And don’t you dare tell me ‘nothing’ because I can already see it written all over your face.” The disembodied voice could not have any idea what was written on her face, but Tori didn’t care.

“It’s bad.”

“Tell me. You know I don’t have time for games, so spill it.”

“It’s the guy I’ve been seeing. I am ready to end it and he’s not taking it well. He’s younger and won’t stop texting.”

“Oh honey, NO. Just … NO. First of all—and I say this with love—what did I TELL you about these young boys? They don’t know when to back off because their little brains are still developing! Listen to me very carefully: Block. His. Number. Right now. I’m not playing.”

“I don’t know if I should do that.”

“Don’t you dare give me that ‘but he’s sweet’ nonsense. Sweet doesn’t pay your rent. Sweet doesn’t keep food on the table. You worked too hard to get where you are to let some twentysomething mess it up because he can’t take a hint.”

She didn’t have the guts to tell Cyrus that Van was not twentysomething but nineteen. “He lives on my street. I can’t just block his texts.”

“Okay, okay … so blocking won’t work because he’ll just show up at your door like some lovesick puppy. Great. Just GREAT,” Cyrus said. “Here’s what we’re gonna do.”

Her heart skipped a beat at the “we’re”—they were in this together, she and Cyrus.

“The next time he comes by, or calls—you’re gonna lay down the LAW. Not some wishy-washy ‘let’s cool it’ garbage. You tell him straight up: ‘This is DONE.’”

It was a great plan, in theory.

On Tuesday night, Tori was just finishing bathing Leo and was helping him into his Spider-Man pajamas when Autumn stuck her head in the door, her pretty round face tight with concern.

“I’m really, really sorry to bug you,” she said, her eyes wide and her face pink. “But there’s some guy here and he insists on seeing you. I think he lives in the house behind us? He seems kind of upset.” Autumn’s fingers nervously twisted the hem of her T-shirt. “I told him you were busy but…” She shrugged.

“Did you let him in the house?” Tori’s stomach dropped.

Autumn shook her head no.

“Good. It’s okay. He’s the landlord’s kid. He’s just helping me with a house thing. Tell him to wait for me on the porch.” She thought of him outside, skulking around, visible to anyone who walked by. That wouldn’t work. “No, on second thought, tell him to go around to the back and wait for me, okay? I’ll meet him there.”

Autumn frowned. “You sure?”

After Autumn left the room, Tori rushed through reading Leo’s favorite book, There’s a Nightmare in My Closet, which lay open on his lap. After she’d tucked Leo in and shut off the lights, she went downstairs and stepped out on the back patio, where Van was waiting in the shadows. The night air was humid. In the distance she heard laughter and squeals, kids enjoying the summer nights. She could picture happy, normal parents in their lawn chairs, drinking beer. She didn’t know how she ended up here, in the dark.

“You can’t do this,” she told Van in a low voice, wrapping her pink kimono around her tightly despite the warm summer air. “You can’t just keep showing up. At my house. At my work.”

“I wouldn’t have to if you’d talk to me.” His tone was sulky, a mix of belligerence and hurt. “I’m not gonna let you ghost me.”

A light went on in the Allards’ yard and they both turned at once. Tori sucked in a breath, terrified that Jo or Daniel might come out and confront them. Could they see Van and her here in the darkness? She doubted it but she couldn’t be sure.

“Probably just a fox or raccoon triggering the lights,” Van said once it was clear no one was coming out of his house.

“Go home. This is too risky.”

She started to turn back to her house but he grabbed her shoulder, his grip tight. “This isn’t fair. I didn’t do anything.” He was close, and she could smell alcohol on his breath. A primitive part of her brain buzzed to life, a survival instinct kicking in. She had witnessed how alcohol plus rejection equaled violence. She would need to tread carefully. Van was young, but he was strong, impulsive. Who knew what he was capable of?

“I just meant,” she started in a sweet voice, “that we should be careful. We should meet somewhere less visible.” So much for taking Cyrus’s advice. She gently pried his fingers from her. Somehow, in doing that, her fingers became entangled with his.

“Okay. Fine. But I need to see you. To be alone with you.” He leaned in so close now, she thought he was going to kiss her. The idea nauseated her. She pulled her head back.

“Not here. In case a neighbor is watching. Let’s wait.”

“Until when? You don’t have Leo this weekend, right? You had him last weekend.”

She shuddered despite the warm air. He knew her schedule. She had allowed him into the most personal crevices of her life. “Right.”

“Okay, then we’ll do something this weekend. I’m dying without you,” he whispered in her ear. “I’m fucking dying. I can’t go on like this.”

Her whole body rigid, Tori took her chance and pulled back from him, disentangling her fingers. “Good night. I’ll see you this weekend.”

On the balls of her bare feet, she ran back to her house, her kimono fluttering behind her. Inside, she locked the door and chained it. She had not been able to get rid of him, but at least she had bought herself a little time.






THIRTY-ONE


Finn and I walk out of Tori’s office building shrouded in a heavy silence that seems to hang over just us two, like our own personal storm cloud. We’re both too stunned to speak to each other on the way back to the car. I’m afraid to even glance at Finn, as if the slightest tilt of an eyebrow will loosen the scream I am holding so tightly. It isn’t until we are both back in my car, the door shut, and we are in our own muffled semi-soundproof space that I let out a guttural howl.

“What the actual?” I turn to face him. “I don’t even know where to begin. I know I’m supposed to be horrified that she was sleeping with Van, but all I can think about is my daughter was involved, yes only briefly, but still involved with someone who is violent and controlling. I mean, am I being self-involved here?”

“No, you’re a mom and you’re freaked out.”

“Thank you. I am a mom who’s freaked out. I mean, I’m grateful that nothing really bad happened to Rachel, but my gosh, this kid is a piece of work.”

“Umm, so is Tori.”

“Oh, I agree. Totally. I mean, what is wrong with that woman? I wanted her to keep talking so I didn’t interrupt her, but seriously?”

Finn nods. “Completely insane. On so many levels. And she’s a therapist treating other people.”

“Right?” I try to piece together what Tori Price confessed with the timeline of Rachel’s junior year. It seems like Tori’s affair with Van was way after he ended things with Rachel. So at least my daughter is not involved in any way. “And she was basically saying what? That she thinks Van killed Autumn. I mean, that is what she was saying, right? That he lost it when she broke up with him?”

Finn shrugs, looking nauseated. “I don’t know what to think. But it’s definitely what she was implying. That he had a temper.”

“That’s what Rachel said too. He wouldn’t let her leave his room. He made her crawl out a window.”

Finn’s eyebrows shoot up. “Okay, so that’s not good. He sounds very controlling about women. But do you think he could kill someone? Did he have access to a gun?”

I shrug. “Why not? More people own guns than you might think. The Allards really changed when Daniel inherited all this money from his dad. You could kind of tell they thought they had leveled up or something. But it wasn’t just money. It was a sense of entitlement. The way they would throw their weight around, get rules bent to favor their kids.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s weird. They always acted like the sun rose and set on Van. I remember when he played on the same youth soccer team with Zach and Jo felt the coach wasn’t giving Van enough time. She got him fired. I don’t know how she did it. But after Daniel inherited that money, they lost touch with reality. In high school they bought him a Range Rover.” She turns to squint at Finn. “Do you know how much a Range Rover costs? Close to a hundred K.”

Finn lets out a low whistle.

“He totaled it in the first month. A girl was in the front seat and she broke her collarbone. No consequences for Van. When I saw the Allards right after, I distinctly remember thinking that they must be mortified but they both laughed it off. They replaced it with a Jeep. Daniel said, ‘Until he stops crashing cars, he’s going to have to drive a Jeep.’ He actually said that.”

Finn shakes his head in disgust and we drive in silence down River Road for a few minutes. As we wend our way past the familiar houses in my neighborhood, I feel like I am seeing it through Finn’s eyes and I don’t like what I see. Well-maintained houses with tasteful lawns hide the pulsing, grasping, striving that permeates everything. The feeling that this world is in danger if we don’t stockpile what we can and guard it with our life.

Finn pulls up in front of my house and parks.

“What now?” I ask.

“I’m going to reach out to that detective I told you about and tell him what we learned. That’s the only thing I can think of doing. What about you?”

“Obviously I want to talk to Kenya and Shawn about the message that you saw. But don’t worry, I won’t get you in trouble. I feel like I’m in the middle of some horrible elaborate prank that everyone is in on except me. Even Miguel and Yumi. It looks on the surface like it was about that gold bracelet, but that’s not enough to explain all these lies, all this manipulation.”

“Murder. That’s a motive.”

I stare out the window at my house. “I agree,” I say. “But I just don’t see it. There’s no reason why someone like Kenya or Yumi would protect Van. I know Miguel wouldn’t. There has to be something else going on.”

“Those officers should have told Detective Aziz about what happened to you. I think it’s connected. I’m going to mention it just in case he hasn’t heard.”

“That’s fine. But I probably need to give Kenya a heads-up. If you tell that detective about the stolen bracelet, that Noah and Van took it, Kenya’s going to need to get a lawyer.”

“You might need a lawyer too.”

“You’re right.” I sigh. I don’t want to drag Rachel into this, but this is too big to sweep under the rug.

“Are you having second thoughts?” Finn asks.

“What? No, not at all. Whatever happens, happens. We need to find out the truth. You need to find out what happened to Autumn. And if that somehow involves our kids…” I don’t finish the sentence. I don’t want to think about what it will mean for Rachel.

Finn cuts the engine and we get out. He hands me the keys.

“Whatever you do, be careful, Caren,” he says. “We don’t want to tip the Allards off that we know about Van and Tori Price. Who knows what they might do?”



As soon as I open the door to my house, I am confronted with two duffel bags, a tennis racket, and a rolled-up sleeping pad. Evidence that Rachel is departing later today and has not reconsidered my offer to stay in Bethesda and work at Ledo’s for the summer.

“Oh good, you’re back with the car.” Rachel bounds down the stairs and slips on the flip-flops lying near the front door. “I need to get some stuff for camp. Shampoo, body wash, you know.”

“You mean now? You need the car?”

“If that’s okay.” She gives me a kiss on the cheek, plucking the car keys from my hand. “Love ya!” she calls and heads out the door.

I watch her drive off, my heart swelling. She’s become a wonderful young person—responsible, smart, kind. In a few months she’ll be at Georgetown, launching her college life. What am I risking by digging all this stuff up from her junior year? Is it really worth it?

I check on Kugel and make sure he has fresh water. I don’t know what to do. Finn is calling the detective he knows, and whatever happens there is out of my hands. But what happens with my own circle of friends is up to me. I need to talk to Yumi. I call her and once again it goes straight to voicemail. I decide I’m just going to go over there. If she’s napping, I’ll wake her up.

A few minutes later I’m on her screened-in porch, sweaty and out of breath, but there’s no Yumi in sight. The door to the inside of the house is locked and when I ring the bell, I get no answer. Yumi doesn’t go places. She orders her groceries and she Zooms or Teams her work meetings.

Visions of Yumi on the bathroom floor fill my head. She lives alone; Ryan isn’t home for the summer yet. I’m her emergency contact. I’m about to head home to get the key to her house when my phone rings. Yumi.

“Hey,” she says sounding sleepy. “Did you just call me?”

“Yeah, I really need to talk to you. Are you home right now? Can I come over?”

“Sure. I mean, I just woke up and I want to shower. Can you come over in, like, thirty minutes?”

“Yeah, that works.”

“Great. See you then.”

I look up at her house, silent and still. Something gnaws at me. Why hadn’t I told Yumi that I was right here, outside her house? I open up the Find My app. I don’t track Yumi, not the way I tracked Rachel during high school. But we share each other’s locations just in case.

And when I click on the little dot that represents her, she’s not napping or showering or doing anything else at home for that matter.

She’s a few blocks away, at Kenya and Shawn’s house.

It takes me all of five minutes, speed-walking in the midday heat, as sweat drenches the backs of my legs, along my neck, and under my arms, to reach the block where the Williamses live. Their house is modest from the front, like so many in this neighborhood, but boasts a huge addition on the back that eats up most of their backyard. I’ve spent many afternoons on their deck, watching our kids over the years, planning school events, prepping for the yard sale with Kenya. In front of the house is Yumi’s Subaru, its back bumper covered in the suburban mom’s version of tattoos—stickers with letters and symbols that represent high school, college, favorite vacation spots, spelling out to those in the know what exact subtype of people own this car.

I am more than halfway down the path that runs alongside Kenya’s house when I stop short.

I can hear the two of them talking before I see them.

Hear their low voices murmuring, the unmistakable clink of metal against glass—an iced-tea spoon stirring in a squeeze of lemon, perhaps. My two friends, Kenya and Yumi. I inch a little farther along, where an overgrown oakleaf hydrangea droops over the flagstone path, its long stems weighed down by huge white panicles. Maybe I can decipher what they are saying, grab a familiar word out of the hum of conversation.

Closer, closer, closer, until I can finally make out a few words.

Yumi’s voice, low and full of sadness. “I hate lying to her.”

“I do too, but what choice do we have?” Kenya asks. “You know Caren. She’d go straight to the police.”

The words ricochet inside my head, tiny spasms of pain. My hands go to my temples, as if pushing against them can manually squeeze out the pain. I don’t want to move, hoping that by staying still the pain recedes. But a rustle coming from the yard next door grabs my attention.

It’s a little boy, standing rigid in an inflatable pool, his round belly straining over the drawstring of his swim trunks, staring at me with a look of horror. I know that look—I’ve seen it on my own children’s faces when they were toddlers.

It’s only a matter of seconds until he starts screaming bloody murder.

I have no choice.

I straighten up and walk briskly into the Williamses’ backyard, outing myself, trying to stay composed as I take in the shocked looks on the faces of my two closest friends.






THIRTY-TWO


Back inside his room in the basement, Finn sits on the edge of his bed, feeling numb.

He picks up the framed photo he keeps of Autumn and him from a few years ago. It was taken in the early fall at the renaissance festival near Annapolis. One of their friends had found a job helping sell artisanal glassware at a booth. Autumn was grinning so wide, her eyes all but disappeared. She was dressed as a maiden in a lace-up bustier and full skirt, a flowered garland gracing her head. Finn had made a half-hearted effort by donning a tricorn hat, the kind Blackbeard might have worn.

He feels exhausted from hundreds of hours wondering what happened to Autumn, exhausted by his anger at the police department for not finding her killer, by the hurt he felt toward the neighborhood that seemed to treat Autumn’s death as an unpleasantness to be forgotten and not brought up in polite society.

He is limp and drained.

It came down to one person, as he knew it would, and yet now that he knows the identity of that person, he feels oddly empty. Van Allard. A teenager, an entitled reckless teenager, spurned by a woman he should never have been sleeping with in the first place, acting out of impulsive testosterone-fueled rage. A dumb, violent action that changed so many people’s lives.

And for what? To assuage his delicate ego? To obliterate the person who refused to love him? Whatever Van accomplished, he shattered Autumn’s life, and Finn’s life, in the process.

Now it’s Van’s turn to have his life shattered.

Detective Aziz answers on the first ring.

“I was actually going to call you in the next day or so,” Aziz says by way of greeting. “We’ve made some progress on the DNA match. Found some connections to the family tree.”

“Whoa. Like what?” Finn puts Aziz on speaker and holds the phone a few inches from his face.

“You know I can’t share the details. I just wanted to let you know we were making headway.”

“Thanks, I guess. I’m kind of making headway too. I have a theory about who killed Autumn and why.”

Aziz doesn’t respond right away. Finn gets up from the bed and starts pacing, nervous and excited, holding the phone aloft. With his free hand, he tugs at the hem of his T-shirt, a leftover habit from before his top surgery, back when every movement felt like a threat to expose him. He wants Aziz to take him seriously. Through the window near the ceiling, Finn watches a black squirrel pause, an acorn in its paws. “Did you hear me?” Finn asks. “I said that I think I know who killed Autumn.”

“Why do you say that?” Aziz asks.

Finn recounts the morning’s events—visiting the office building, tracking down Tori Price, confronting her. He tells Aziz what Tori said about her affair with Van Allard, about Van’s anger when she tried to end it.

“Finn, what did we say about keeping a low profile?” Aziz sounds like he is speaking through clenched teeth. “You can’t be running around Bethesda interrogating people.”

“Technically, it was Chevy Chase.”

“Don’t get smart with me. At this point you might be compromising this investigation. You have to back off. Don’t try me. I will pull you in and charge you with tampering with an investigation.”

“Fine, but first listen. I think Van Allard may have shot Autumn, by accident. I think he might have gone there that night looking for Tori Price and seen Autumn in Tori’s robe … and…” His voice trails off.

“Finn, listen to me—”

“I’m backing off. I swear,” he interrupts, the speed of his pacing increasing. This isn’t going well. “I thought you’d want to know is all.”

Aziz sighs. “I appreciate that, but for the hundredth time—you have to let us do our jobs. Now tell me I don’t have to worry about you.”

“Whatever. It’s cool.”

“Don’t do anything stupid, Finn. Can you promise me that?”

“Fine. I promise,” he grumbles and presses the red End button. His shoulders slump with disappointment. A jay caws outside his window. He needs to get out of here, aboveground, breathe some fresh air. Ellis told him she’d be working. He could walk over there now, grab a bite to eat. He is starving, he realizes, and sitting in his basement apartment stewing over Autumn is making him depressed.

He shoves his phone into his back pocket and takes the stairs two at a time, entering the kitchen to see Paula carrying a bowl toward the back patio.

“Hungry? Join me in an early supper? Or is it a late lunch?”

He peers at the bowl she’s carrying.

“Either way, I made a watermelon-and-feta salad. With fresh mint from the garden.”

He is about to decline but then stops himself. The food looks delicious. He grabs a plate and follows her out to the back patio, into the afternoon humidity.

“No work today?” she asks as she doles out some of the salad onto his plate.

“I’m working Saturday instead. I had a thing this morning.”

“Lemonade?” she asks and then pours two tall glasses before he even responds. “Was your thing successful?”

He smiles. “You’re good, you know. At getting people to talk.”

“Thank you.” She unfolds a napkin and puts it in her lap. “It came in handy in my line of work. Bon appétit.”

“I tracked down Tori Price this morning and went to see her. Caren Costa and I did, actually.”

“Now that is interesting. What did she have to say?”

“You won’t believe it, but she was having an affair with Van Allard.”

“Not Eastbrook’s own golden boy! Scandalous.” Paula spears a watermelon chunk with her fork.

“It is, right? I mean, she’s a licensed therapist. He’s a teenager.”

“She’s practically twice his age. I bet Jo was furious when she found out.”

“Tori said she tried to break it off with him, and he became violent.”

Paula drops her fork with a clank. “How violent?”

Finn shrugs. “She strongly implied that he was the one who killed Autumn.”

“Well, well. And this little conversation, I presume, is why that detective was yelling at you?”

“You heard that, huh? Eavesdrop much?”

“That’s an ugly word. What did he want?”

“He wants me to stay out of it. Don’t interfere. That kind of thing.”

“What you call ‘that kind of thing’ sounds like good advice to me,” Paula says.

Finn tries not to roll his eyes.

“Fine,” Paula says. “What about Yumi—did she offer any insight? Did the lemon pound cake help? I thought it might put her at ease.”

“It did help, actually. Thanks. She filled in a few gaps.”

“Did she see anything the night that Autumn was shot?”

“She said she didn’t.”

“That’s disappointing. Did you tell her that you were trying to solve Autumn’s murder?”

“I did.”

“Hmm. Interesting.” Paula takes a long sip of her lemonade.

“What does ‘hmm, interesting’ mean?”

“Oh, nothing. Just that I find it strange that Yumi didn’t see anything that night.” Paula leans over and flicks a bug off Finn’s shoulder. “After all, she’s out there on that porch of hers practically twenty-four hours a day.”

“True.”

“And then, on the one evening when a terrible crime occurs in our little neighborhood, literally in her backyard…” Paula pauses and frowns. “All right, not literally, but you get my point—very nearby—she doesn’t see anything. Or so she claims.”

“What are you driving at?”

“Not driving at anything. I just find it odd, that’s all.”

“You think Yumi knows more than she’s saying. But why wouldn’t she tell me if she saw someone? Why would she protect a murderer?”

“Good questions, all.”

“You know, that’s an annoying habit of yours,” Finn says. “Stir up a lot of stuff and then sort of shrug and not say anything.”

“I can see how that might be frustrating.” Paula gives him a tiny smile.

“You remind me of a teacher who won’t tell the class the correct answer. Just tortures them.”

“I can assure you I don’t have any answers.”

Finn’s phone buzzes loudly on the table, and he grabs it. “It’s a text from Jo.”



We are heading out of town soon and wanted to talk to you about maybe house slash dog sitting while we’re gone? Are you free to stop by around six?





He rereads it to make sure he’s got it right. Jo wants to see him in person, in a few hours. His heart palpitates wildly. Could Jo know where he was this morning? Could Tori have told her about the visit? It can’t be a coincidence.

“What is it, Finn?” Paula asks. “Everything all right?”

“Jo wants me to stop by.” He looks up to see his landlady staring at him intently. “She’s going out of town and wants me to dog-sit Muffinhead.”

“I see. What are you going to do?”

He doesn’t answer Paula. Instead, he types back.



Works for me. See you then.





Finn puts the phone down and looks up at Paula. “I’m going, of course.”

“And your promise to that detective?”

“What?” He shrugs, hoping to seem more confident than he really feels. “I’m a dog walker.”

“I don’t like it.”

“You think it’s some kind of trap?”

“I think her asking you to come over the same day you met with Tori Price, the same day that you learn her son may very likely be Autumn’s killer, that means something.”

“If I can get something from Van’s room, a hairbrush, a toothbrush, something with his DNA on it, we can match it to the DNA profile the police have. Maybe it’ll clear him.”

She groans. “Not a good idea.”

Finn stands up. “You worry too much.”

“Finn, listen—”

Finn cuts her off. “Thanks for the late lunch or early supper or whatever.” He tucks his phone into his back pocket. “I promised a friend I would stop by and say hi at work.”

“Oh, Finn.” Paula looks up at him with gray-blue eyes, concern crinkling the corners. He looks away. He doesn’t want to see how much she cares.

“Fine, but if you insist on going, let’s at least have a plan. Right before you walk through the Allards’ front door, I want you to call me. I’ll keep my end on mute, but leave the phone on so I can hear everything. No one will know I’m listening. All right?”

“I guess.”

“I’m serious now,” she says, gathering his empty plate and stacking it atop her own. “If you hang up, if we get disconnected, if I hear anything I don’t like, I will pop in. You got it?”

“I got it.” He smiles. “It’s going to be okay. I’m not afraid.”

“Maybe you should be.”






THIRTY-THREE


“Caren, what on earth?” Kenya says, her eyes boring into me, her voice flinty.

Kenya and Yumi stopped chatting as soon as they saw me enter the backyard. Such a dreadful yet familiar feeling, one I remember from middle school, that silence that screams, We were just talking about you!

Yumi at least has the decency to stare at her hands, which lie in her lap.

“How’s the nap going, Yumi?”

She shakes her head and mumbles a barely audible, “I’m so sorry.”

“Caren, what’s going on?” Kenya asks, all curt and officious. As if she’s going to make me feel self-conscious for barging in on her afternoon tea party. But we are way past niceties. I walk over to where they are seated beneath a yellow umbrella and pull out one of the heavy wrought-iron chairs, relishing the way it screams as I drag it over the flagstone. “Why did you lie to me, Yumi?”

“I’m sorry,” she mumbles. “I wanted time to finish talking to Kenya—”

“Not about that. About Rachel. Why did you tell me you saw Rachel with Van the night Holly Stone’s bracelet was stolen? I checked and we were visiting Zach at college that weekend. Rachel was away the whole weekend.”

She looks up at me, dark circles under her eyes, and I wonder if she’s been crying. “I panicked,” she says. “When you called and told me about the stolen bracelet, I already knew. I had seen Van break into Holly Stone’s house. I thought if I told you it was Rachel that you might drop it, you know, be willing to be more forgiving. It was a bad idea. I’m sorry.”

I don’t know what to say. I feel more confused than hurt by the betrayal. “But why?”

“Please, I’m sorry, Caren. I never meant to hurt you.”

“You have to stop saying you’re sorry.” My voice trembles with anger. “Why did you tell me you saw Rachel? You didn’t have to say anything, but you specifically told me you saw Rachel. Make it make sense.”

“You were going to keep digging. I know you. You’d ask around, stir things up. But if you thought it was Rachel who was with Van that night, maybe you’d let it go. Look, I’m not excusing what I did. It was wrong. I’m just trying to explain it.”

“Who were you protecting?”

“Oh, leave her alone,” Kenya says. “She was protecting me if you want to know. Noah, to be precise. Are you satisfied?”

My eyes go back and forth between the two, seeing a bond that had previously been invisible now materializing before my eyes. How many conversations, how many text messages have they sent back and forth, conspiring to keep me in the dark?

“You don’t know what it’s like, for Kenya and me, raising boys,” Yumi says, her voice plaintive.

I scoff. “I raised a boy too, remember? His name is Zach?”

“I know you did. And you did a great job. But Zach was easy—you’ve told me so yourself. Noah and Ryan have had their challenges. And the world is not forgiving of boys who make mistakes.”

“Oh please.”

“It’s true,” Kenya says. “And we all know that there would be a big difference in the way the world would react to Noah getting caught breaking into houses than, say, Rachel. Or even Van.”

I pause a moment, choosing my words carefully. “You mean because Noah’s Black?”

“Yes, because Noah’s Black.”

“But why wouldn’t you trust me?” I say. “After all these years.”

“It’s not about trusting you,” she says, holding her chin aloft. “I’m giving you the context. I love you, Caren, but this is why we didn’t tell you. You can be so sure of yourself, very … rigid. That’s not the way life is. And when it comes to our kids, our own flesh and blood, my baby boy, we have to look out for them, because the world sure as hell isn’t going to.”

“As soon as I got the DM about the stolen bracelet on the Facebook yard sale page, my antennae went up,” Yumi said. “I had seen Noah and Van breaking into that woman’s house. I knew it would be trouble for them.”

I shake my head at Yumi. “So it was you. You’re the one who saw the DMs from Holly Stone.”

Yumi nods.

“And what, you told Kenya?”

“Yes.”

“And then you hatched a plan? To drug me at the Allards’ party and take back the bracelet?” I turn to glare at Kenya. “I know all about how you ‘returned’ the bracelet to Miguel.” I make air quotes around the word returned. My tone is all bravado, but I’m fighting back tears. I don’t mention that Finn is the one who told me. I’m sure she’ll assume I learned that tidbit from Miguel.

“It wasn’t supposed to happen like that,” Kenya says. “No one was supposed to put anything into your drink. That was not in the plan. The plan was that we would keep you at the party—”

“Who’s ‘we’?”

“Daniel and Jo.” Kenya’s hand flutters to her neck. “Shawn and me.”

“Got it. All four of you were in on this. Nice. And you, Yumi? What was your role?”

“I was supposed to go to your house and get the bracelet.”

“Got it. You won’t even go to an outdoor art show with me because germs, but you’ll break into my house?”

“That’s not fair. I wasn’t going to break in. I was going to walk in. We have each other’s house codes. But I didn’t do it. When I came up the street, I saw you coming back from the party. I chickened out. You weren’t supposed to be home yet. I was terrified you’d see me. I ran home.”

“Without the bracelet.”

She nods.

“So your little plan backfired spectacularly.” I scowl at Kenya. “You took it, didn’t you? When you came to ‘check’ on me.”

“Yes, I did. And I was checking on you. Both things can be true. I needed that bracelet and I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

I face Yumi. “When you saw me enter my house Saturday night, did you know I had been drugged?”

“No! Of course not. You looked tipsy. That’s all.”

“None of us knew, I swear,” Kenya says. “We were all trying to keep you at the party, not let you leave. But you did. It wasn’t until after you left that Daniel said don’t worry, she won’t get far, that he had put a lorazepam in your drink. I told him that was messed up. Wrong. That he needed to go follow you, make sure you were okay.”

“How thoughtful.”

“Caren, I had no idea what would happen. That you would walk the dog and that you’d black out and Daniel would leave you in that awful basement. I swear. We would never have agreed to that. No one was supposed to get hurt.”

“So let me get this straight. Your plan was to keep me at the party somehow. And Daniel was the one who spiked my drink. And neither of you knew about it beforehand?”

They both nod.

“I could have killed him when he told me,” Kenya says.

“What did he tell you happened?”

“Nothing. He didn’t say anything until the next day. Then he said you were fine. We just assumed you got home safe. We had no idea what happened until you told Yumi.”

“When I got that text from you Saturday night saying that you were calling it a night, I didn’t know he was the one who had sent that,” Yumi says. “I thought that was from you. But when you told me your story, Kenya and I confronted Jo and Daniel. That’s when they told us the truth about what happened.”

“Which was?”

“That he followed you as you walked Kugel. He said that you fell and hit your head. He said he panicked. He didn’t know what to do.”

“Umm, call an ambulance?” I don’t try to hide my disbelief. “Drive me to the hospital? Or at least help me get home?”

Yumi tears up. “I know. It’s crazy that he didn’t do that. I feel so horrible knowing that happened to you, but you have to believe me—I didn’t know until after the fact.”

“He told us that when you blacked out, it was in front of their rental house,” Kenya says. “So he walked you into the basement to rest and then went home to get his car, but when he came back, the next-door neighbors had a firepit going in their driveway. He said he couldn’t just, you know, walk into an empty house under construction and then walk out with an unconscious woman.”

“So he left me there. All night.”

“If I had known—” Yumi starts, but I hold my hand up to stop her. I’m not ready to shift into forgiveness or pity for Yumi.

“Neither of us knew until later on,” Kenya says. “You have to believe us, Caren. You can’t think we’d let you lie bleeding in some basement.”

“I don’t know what to think.” But my mind is racing ahead to the worst-possible scenario: that the people I trust the most in the world have conspired against me. My stomach churns with nausea.

“It was Daniel who did that,” Yumi says. “Not us.”

I let out a dry laugh. “That’s convenient. Daniel’s to blame for everything, huh?” My voice cracks, betraying my hurt. “And Jo? Funny how they’re not here to tell their side of the story.”

“They would tell you the same thing,” Kenya says. “They feel terrible.”

“I saw Jo a few days after it happened. It didn’t seem like she felt terrible. In fact, she implied I had a drinking problem.”

“No one wanted to hurt you,” Yumi says. “We wanted to protect you.”

“If that weren’t such a pathetic attempt at self-deflection, it would be funny.”

“We didn’t want to drag you into all this.” Kenya leans forward. “We thought we’d get the bracelet back, return it to Holly Stone, and that would be the end of it.”

“What about the Millie’s takeout? The wine?”

Kenya winces. “Jo’s idea. She told us that it was a spur-of-the-moment thing. She said that when Daniel told us he put something in your drink, she went to your house to make it look like you’d spent the evening at home. She thought you’d wake up and see the wine, the Millie’s, and you’d think, Oh, I drank too much. I got home safe, I ordered dinner, opened a bottle of wine. That it might make you feel better to know you’d been at home the whole night.”

“Feel better? Do you hear yourself?”

“It wasn’t my idea!” Kenya smacks her hand on the wrought-iron table, making the glasses jump. One tips over and she grabs it before it spills onto the table. “I’m sorry. I’m upset. We didn’t know what happened until later. It just got so out of control so fast. The plan was just to keep you occupied for like an hour so Yumi could slip in and out. That’s it. No one talked about drugs or wine bottles or ordering Millie’s. We would never have gone along with that.”

“If Miguel had been here last weekend, none of this would have happened,” Yumi says. “We would have just asked him for the bracelet. But he was away. And we needed it that night. Holly Stone said if she didn’t get it by Sunday she was calling the cops.”

“So you try to steal the bracelet from my house, drug me, screw that up, don’t steal it, then you do steal it but you have to give it back to me because Holly Stone emails me. Do I have that right? Freaking idiotic. You are terrible criminals.”

“We’re sorry,” Kenya says. “In retrospect, we should have just told you.”

“You think? What about Miguel? How much did he know about this plan? To stall me at the party? To sneak into the house and take the bracelet?”

Neither says a word. They don’t have to. The look they exchange tells me everything,






THIRTY-FOUR


I pull my sunglasses down over my eyes to hide the tears that threaten to spill out. “Miguel knew?”

This hurts way more than Kenya and Yumi whispering behind my back. This is my Miguel, my rock, my life partner. “How much did he know?”

“He didn’t know any of the details,” Kenya said. “Only that Holly Stone demanded her bracelet back by the end of Sunday. That’s it, I swear. I told him we would take care of it and not to worry. He had no idea about the specifics.”

“Is that why he came back early?”

“Yes, he was worried about the whole thing.”

“And all this to stop Holly Stone from going to the police about a stolen bracelet? All this to protect a couple of kids from the natural consequences of their own actions?”

“They’re not a couple of kids. They’re our kids,” Kenya says. “Noah’s my only. My one and only. And in this corrupt, crazy world, where the connected and the uber-rich get away with anything, you’re damn right I’m going to pull every string to make sure my son does not end up entangled in the criminal justice system. You think they’d let him go to Wharton with a criminal record? They’re rescinding admissions because of social media posts. I couldn’t take that chance.”

“Okay, I get what you’re saying, Kenya. I can see it.” I turn to look at Yumi. “But you? Why were you protecting them?”

“Because I care about Noah. I care about Rachel. I went about it the wrong way, but I did it out of love. You’re my people, my tribe. Remember when we were moms in elementary school? You’re the one who introduced me to Kenya.”

“That’s true.”

“You said, ‘There’s a new mom in the neighborhood with an only like you, Yumi. And she’s cool and smart and works, and I think you’d really like her.’”

Kenya nods vigorously. “Remember when the kids were little, they’d have playdates and we’d hang out? We used to share recipes, pediatrician recs, you name it.”

I don’t like what they’re trying to do. Draw on our shared memories, as if I’ll forget all the lying and scheming they’ve been up to. But Yumi seems to perk up with this topic. Her face, drawn earlier, is animated now. “After my divorce, when it looked like I might have to sell the house, you two helped me figure out how to stay. And when I got sick, it was you two who helped me balance taking care of my own health with taking care of Ryan. Like I said, we are a tribe, Caren. We’re your people. Yes, we fucked up. Big-time. But not because we are evil. Because we love our kids so much that it blinded us.”

Yumi picks up her glass of iced tea, but before she can bring it to her mouth, it slips from her grip and shatters on the stones beneath the table.

“Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry!” She jumps up.

“Yumi, it’s fine,” Kenya says sternly. “I don’t want you to worry about it. It’s no big deal.”

Yumi nods, her eyes moistening. “I should go home. I’m very tired.”

She wobbles slightly, unsteady on her feet.

“Are you okay?” I ask. For a moment no one says anything. I can hear the hiss of a sprinkler next door, the squeal of a toddler. I look more closely at Yumi. She’s always been pale—she’s never out in the sun since her medication makes her photosensitive—but now she looks especially sallow. “Yumi, what’s going on?”

“I’m not responding to my medication.” She says this softly, in a matter-of-fact way with no hint of self-indulgence. “My kidneys are shutting down. I’ll be going on dialysis soon.”

My anger melts away. Concern appears in its place. “I had no idea. I am so sorry.”

She offers a weak smile. “I didn’t want to tell people. It’s so boring. Everyone must be so sick of hearing about it. I’m sick of thinking about it, obsessing about it.” She forces out a sad little laugh. “Maybe I was in denial before. But the time has come. I’m trying to push dialysis back until after Ryan returns to college. I don’t want him to see me like that. I don’t want him to know.”

“You can’t keep this from him,” I say. “He’s an adult now.”

She looks at me, tears in her eyes. “Promise me, Caren, no matter how angry you are at me, even if you hate me, that you’ll take care of Ryan.”

“Of course.” I feel tears of my own wet my eyes, understand her fears about Ryan in my own heart. “I don’t hate you. I love you. And you’re not going anywhere. You’re going to be fine.”

“Just promise me.”

“I promise. I will always look after Ryan.”

Kenya and I walk Yumi out to her car and watch until she climbs in, a little shaky, and drives off.

Once the car has turned the corner, I turn to Kenya. “Did you know she was sick again?”

“I knew her medication had stopped working, but I didn’t know she needed dialysis.” Kenya touches my arm. “Caren, we’re all in this together. We’re not against each other. We have to look out for each other and each other’s kids.”

“Does that include Van?” I ask sharply.

“What about Van?”

“You’re aware that he might have done more than just break into a few houses, right?”

Kenya’s eyes widen in genuine surprise, the kind you can’t fake.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Did you know he was sleeping with the woman that lived in that cement house?” I ask, watching her face carefully for signs of recognition. “The one where the nanny was killed?”

“You mean that single mom?” Kenya emits a little cough. “With the little kid? No, I did not know that. How do you know that?”

“From Tori Price herself. That’s the woman’s name. She basically implied that Van killed that young nanny. She said that she tried to break up with him, and he got possessive. He threatened her.”

“That is the most insane thing I have ever heard,” Kenya says. “Are you sure?”

I nod. “Yup.”

“But you can’t really think that Van— I mean, I know he’s had his issues, but murder?”

“I don’t know what I think. I’m playing catch-up, remember?”

“Caren, you’re not going to do anything rash, are you?”

“Like what? Like call the police and tell them about the burglaries? Or about Jo and Daniel drugging me?”

“Or confront the Allards yourself. If Van was involved in that girl’s death, it could be dangerous.”

“I’m tempted to confront them. I mean, they drugged me at their party. You think they should be able to get away with that?”

She sighs. “No, that’s not it. I really wish you hadn’t gotten caught up in this, Caren, I truly do. But please, please think about your next move. Because I know you’re angry at me, at Yumi, at everyone. But there are kids here whose futures are in your hands.”

“I’m not trying to get our kids in trouble. I don’t want that.”

She shakes her head. “I know. I know you think this is just about the police. But it’s more than that. We’re talking about their college careers. Caren, you need to talk to Miguel. I really don’t want this coming from me.”

“Want what coming from you?”

“Noah and Rachel. You could say we made a deal with the devil. But if we break our end, we will have to answer to that devil.”

“What deal and what devil, Kenya?”

“The deal we made with the Allards,” Kenya says. “You know Yumi works for a college consultant, right?”

“Sure. What does that have to do with anything?”

“Ask Miguel. Ask Miguel to tell you about Crimson Edge.”






THIRTY-FIVE


As soon as the large clock on the wall at Tatte reads ten to six, Finn packs his messenger bag. He stops at the counter for a quick goodbye to Ellis, then walks out into the heat. The sun is still high in the sky, nightfall won’t be for a few hours, and the swamp-like humidity shows no hint of abating.

His breathing becomes labored as he climbs the steep hill of Massachusetts Avenue toward Eastbrook, sweat drenching his back. He focuses on putting one foot in front of the other, trying to hew to the edge of the sidewalk where the dappled shade provides some relief from the heat.

But despite his effort at being present, anxious thoughts zap through his mind.

No matter what he told his landlady, he is scared to go to the Allards’.

If what Tori Price implied is true, if Van murdered Autumn and they gave Tori money to keep quiet, then that means Jo and Daniel are willing to go to any lengths to protect their son.

Outside the Allards’ house, he pauses to take out his cell phone, debating the merits of Paula’s plan. He knows that Aziz would be furious if he knew what he was about to do. Even Paula thought it was a terrible idea. And maybe it is. But his desperation to know the truth is overpowering. He can’t back off now, not when he is so close to an answer.

He dials Paula’s number. She answers but doesn’t say a word, all according to plan. Holding the phone in one hand, he walks up the path to the front door and knocks. “Here we go,” he says.

Jo answers the door looking cool and relaxed in a fitted black tank top and flowy pants. As soon as he steps inside, he notices the suitcases in the foyer.

“You leaving tonight?” he asks.

“Come in, Finn. Let me get you a cold drink. You look like you could use one.”

He follows her, catching a glimpse of himself in the foyer’s gilded mirror. She’s right. He’s pink and blotchy, and he can see an actual droplet of sweat caught in his beard. Moments like this still startle him sometimes, seeing his face fully his own. He wipes the sweat away with the back of his hand.

In the kitchen, Jo waves him over to an oval table and offers him a glass of what looks like lemonade. He takes it and gulps it greedily. Only when the glass is half empty does he remember that Caren’s drink was spiked at this woman’s party. Too late, he thinks, as he takes a seat. But he is careful to put the phone on top of the table, face down, the microphone pointed toward Jo, who sits across from him. Just in case. If he hits the ground with a thud, Paula will hear it. If he stops speaking altogether, Paula will notice the silence. What she will do, he’s not sure. But he feels better knowing she is listening.

“Thanks. I needed that,” Finn says.

“It’s ghastly, isn’t it? Tomorrow is supposed to go up to ninety-seven, and it’s only June. We’re leaving at the perfect time. Summer in Washington is dreadful.”

Finn nods as if he agrees, but he doesn’t. He doesn’t hate the heat, as long as the air-conditioning at the library works. And he loves the way the DC area empties out in the summer, with all the rich people going to their vacation homes. “Where are you off to?”

“The south of France. We have a house there.”

For the first time, Finn realizes there is something off about the kitchen. His eyes travel from the bookcase behind Jo’s head around the room. It’s the same room, but dramatically stripped down. Only a handful of books remain on the shelves, and all appliances are off the counter. He turns to peer back at the mudroom. Even from here he can see that the giant black-and-white photo of the Allard family is gone. It doesn’t look like the Allards are taking a trip; it looks like they’re making a move.

He turns back to Jo. “How long do you plan to be away?”

She smiles. “Well, that depends on you, Finn.”

Finn stares at her. Her face betrays nothing. She is still, her eyes locked with his. The room is entirely silent.

“Meaning what exactly?” he asks, straining to keep the panic out of his voice.

“Let’s drop the pretense, shall we? We both know why you took this dog-sitting job. I was as curious to meet you as you were to meet me.”

“I don’t know what you mean.” His leg begins to jiggle under the table.

“Don’t you?” She tilts her head, a faint smile on her lips. “You’re Autumn’s friend. You’re the one that puts the posters up around the neighborhood. I admire you. You’ve played the long game.”

“This isn’t a game.”

“Isn’t it? Haven’t you learned yet? Life is a game, Finn. There are winners and losers. Which category do you want to belong to?”

“I know about Van. I know he had an affair with Tori Price. And I called the detective on Autumn’s case and told him everything. It’s only a matter of time until he comes to talk to Van.”

She waves her arm at the empty shelves behind her. “Look around. We’re in the process of leaving. Van’s already out of the country,” she says. “Out of reach of some cut-rate county detective. Now whether he goes to Stanford or moves abroad permanently is entirely up to you.”

“Why me?”

“Because you care. I don’t mean this as an insult to your friend, but if it weren’t for you, her death would be a footnote in the lore of Eastbrook. Just a terrible thing that happened one summer day. But you’re keeping the investigation alive. Let it go, Finn. We’ll make it worth your while.”

There it is. The heart of the matter. Why he’s sitting here in her pristine kitchen. It’s so naked, her belief that money trumps everything, that he almost laughs.

“You can’t buy your way out of everything.”

She raises one perfectly groomed eyebrow. “Can’t I though? Open your mind, Finn, expand your imagination. What could you do with, say, a million dollars? You could give five hundred thousand to your mother. She might be able to finally retire, to buy that condo she’s been eyeing for years in Carolina Beach. Another five hundred for you would not only pay for graduate school but a place of your own, even leave a nice little cushion to take the anxiety away.”

“How do you know about my mother?” The condo at the beach is her if I win the lottery dream. Sometimes she’d send real estate listings to him, pointing out which bedroom would be his, where they would put the jigsaw puzzle table. It repulses him to hear Jo talk about his mother’s most private desires.

“I know all about you,” she says. “I know that you encouraged Autumn to keep going with her little book about goblins even when she was ready to give up, that your mother has a penchant for misfit dogs, that your dream is to be a children’s librarian, preferably at the Noyes Library in Kensington, which you think looks like an English cottage.”

“How do you know all this?”

“Because I have Autumn’s laptop.” She stares at him as it sinks in, the meaning behind the words. Only the person who killed Autumn could have her laptop. It was one of the items supposedly stolen in the robbery. “I have all the messages and emails you’ve sent back and forth for the past five years. And I have all her creative writing, her short stories, her videos, her photos. I have the digital embodiment of her life and soul.”

“I want that laptop back. It doesn’t belong to you.”

“I know you want it back. That’s why I reached out to you. To make you an offer. Take the money. Take the laptop. And move on.”

“Move on? Your son killed someone. You don’t move on from that,” Finn says.

Jo flinches slightly. “Tell me, what good would it do to see a young man’s life ruined? Will it bring back Autumn?” She shakes her head. “Are you familiar with the term ‘blood money’? It’s the practice of offering the families of victims financial restitution for their loss. They are given a choice of retaliation or restitution. I’m giving you that choice.”

“You’re trying to buy your way out.”

“I was like you once too, believe it or not. I also was the first in my family to go to college. Not just college, but law school. I believed in right and wrong, good and evil. Things were black and white. But then I got married, had children. Life is gray, Finn. Nuanced. That woman—” She tapped one finger on the table emphasizing each word. “That woman Tori Price manipulated my son. She seduced him, toyed with him. Do you think it’s appropriate for a woman her age, a therapist no less, to sexually target a high school boy?”

“No, of course not.”

“And do you know why she did it?” She leaned forward, and Finn was surprised to see dampness forming at her hairline. A crack in Jo’s perfect façade.

He shakes his head no.

“Because my husband rebuffed her advances. It was revenge, pure and simple. She wanted to destroy this family.”

“And that justifies murdering an innocent person? You’re insane. Your son killed someone.”

Jo stands up and smooths out her tank top over her midsection. “We’re leaving. Maybe for the summer. Hopefully not for good, although Daniel thinks America’s best days are behind her. He’s wanted to move for a long time, but I wanted my kids to go to college in the United States. I still do. But if we all have to start over in Europe, so be it.”

“The police will come after him,” Finn says, looking up at her. “Van can be extradited.”

“Unlikely. He’s a dual citizen now, like me. And France is very protective of its citizens. They view the American judicial system as barbaric. They are loath to allow French citizens to be extradited, especially without a conviction.” She shrugs nonchalantly. “Plus, there’s the matter of whether he’ll even be charged.”

“The police have a DNA profile.” Finn pushes his chair back and stands up. “It’s only a matter of time.”

Jo sniffs at the air. “Smell the bleach? There’s not a trace of anyone’s DNA left in this house.”

She walks around the table and out of the kitchen. Finn grabs his phone and rushes after her. He catches up to her in the foyer as she is about to open the front door. On either side of her are two suitcases with wheels.

“If you leave, I’ll call the police.”

Jo turns back. “And say what? Have you dialed nine-one-one recently? Interacted with our emergency services personnel? They’ll tell you this is a nonemergency, to call three-one-one. It’s after work hours, but you could leave a message. What will you say, Finn? That a woman is leaving the country?”

“I told you, I know the detective. The one on the case. I can call him. There can’t be that many flights going to France tonight.”

She takes the large round sunglasses that are atop her head and slips them on. “He has no authority to stop me. No one does. Besides, I’m not stupid. We aren’t traveling commercially. By the time law enforcement even responds to you, I’ll be lifting a glass of champagne in the air.” She takes her phone out and taps at it, then slips it back in her bag.

His phone pings.

“I sent you a link to a WhatsApp group. Once you accept, you’ll be able to see some of the select videos that Autumn had on her laptop, as well as the opening chapter of the children’s fantasy novel she was writing. It’s quite good by the way; she had an eye for detail. If you want the laptop, if you want the money, all you have to do is say yes. That’s all.”

“I told you, I don’t want your money.”

“You sure? It will be awful for you and your mother to be looking over your shoulders the rest of your lives, always worried that…” She doesn’t finish the sentence. “Well, that kind of stress can kill you.”

She pulls open the door and rolls the two suitcases out.

Muffinhead comes scurrying down the stairs and runs out the door after Jo.

Finn watches her load the suitcases, unsure of what to do.

“What about the dog? Am I supposed to watch him?”

Jo lowers her sunglasses and shoots him a look. “Of course not. He’s coming with me, aren’t you, Monsieur Muffinhead?” She snaps her fingers and he jumps into the back row of the SUV. “You think I’d leave my dog behind? What kind of monster do you think I am?”






THIRTY-SIX


The fury builds in me as I walk back home. As I get close to the house, I see the minivan trunk is open. Rachel has brought her duffel bags out. She’s ready to go.

I swallow my anger and head inside to find Rachel standing in the middle of the living room wearing a Georgetown T-shirt, a confused look on her face.

“Hey, Mom! I’m like ninety-nine percent packed, but do you know where the clip-on fan is? And also the foam mattress pad? The one that doesn’t smell.”

“Did you look in the attic?”

“I looked everywhere. It’s not there.”

“Did you look in the large plastic tub in the attic that’s labeled ‘camp stuff’?”

She opens her mouth into a wide O.

“Check there,” I say. “It’s easy to miss. It’s about three feet long with huge letters that say ‘camp stuff.’”

She laughs. “Oh yeah, that sounds kind of familiar.”

I watch her run up the stairs. She’ll be gone soon, but instead of relishing these last few moments with her, I am haunted by a deep feeling of betrayal. The trust I had in my neighbors and friends has been shattered. Eastbrook no longer feels like a haven to me. But I’m not just hurt, I’m angry, sick of the lies, of being kept in the dark. I hear Miguel in the kitchen and head toward him.

“There you are!” he cries. He is filling up his water bottle at the refrigerator. “I was worried we’d have to leave without saying goodbye. Where have you been?”

“Kenya’s. She had some really interesting things to say.”

“Oh yeah?” He’s not listening; he’s rummaging through the fridge. “I’m going to drop her off and then grab a quick dinner. I should be back by midnight.”

I close the fridge door, barely missing his hand.

“Hey!” He jumps back. “What was that for?”

“We need to talk.”

“Can it wait until tomorrow? We’re supposed to leave. Like now.”

“Just tell me, what’s your connection to Crimson Edge?”

He says nothing. Not a muscle in his face moves. He looks blank. That’s how I know. He was unprepared for this question, and he’s scrambling to come up with an answer. I almost feel sorry for him.

“Did you hire them?” Heat rises to my face as I fight to keep my voice steady. “We agreed, we weren’t going to be those parents. The parents who throw money at their children.”

“No,” he says through gritted teeth. “You agreed. I never did.”

“So, you hired some fancy college consultant without even telling me? How much did that cost?”

“Shhh.” He looks past me. “I don’t want to talk about this while Rachel is home. I don’t want her to know anything about this.”

“So, it’s true.” Disbelief crashes over me in waves.

“I’m not kidding, Caren.” His voice is low and severe, eyes darting toward the doorway as if Rachel might materialize at any moment. “Rachel can never know about this. It would destroy her.”

“She doesn’t even know? How is that even possible?”

His jaw clenches, a muscle working frantically beneath the skin. “I was trying to protect her.”

“Protect her from what? Miguel, tell me what’s going on. Does this have to do with that nanny who was murdered last year?”

“Whoa, whoa. You are scaring me,” he says. “Murder? You think I’m involved with murder?”

“No. I don’t. But you’ve been lying to me—”

“Caren—”

I hold up my hand. “Don’t interrupt. All those long nights, all that anxiety about Rachel and you knew all along what was going on. You kept that from me. I would never do that to you. I tell you everything.” I take a quick breath and keep going. “And then to find out that you hired Crimson Edge without telling me. I feel like I don’t even know you.”

“I didn’t hire them,” he says. “Jo did.”

“Why would she do that?”

“Last August, like I told you, Jo came and asked that everything Van had stolen and given to Rachel be given back. It was quite the little haul. Earrings, rings, a necklace. I didn’t know that bracelet was missing. It wasn’t like Jo gave me an inventory list. I believe Rachel when she says she thought she returned everything. Anyway, Jo said that the police were poking around, that they thought the murder of that nanny might be connected to the earlier break-ins. That it might be the same person.”

“Was it?” My heart hammers against my ribs.

“No! You think Van and Noah could kill someone?”

“Noah? No. But Van?” I shrug. “You know he was sleeping with the nanny’s boss, right? A woman in her thirties.”

“What? Where did you hear that?”

“I went and saw her today. With Finn.”

“Finn?” He jerks his head back. “What is going on with you two? Is this guy filling your head with conspiracy theories?”

“No. He’s not. He’s the only person who actually acknowledges that something really bad might be going on. He thinks what happened to me might be related to the murder of his friend, the nanny.”

“It has nothing to do with murder. Jo was worried that Van would get sucked in to an investigation. So was Kenya. Even if the boys’ names were cleared, it could derail their whole lives. I wanted nothing to do with any of it, but then…” He trails off, staring at his hands.

“Then what?”

“Jo offered to help us.” His voice drops to a near whisper. “Help us get Rachel into Georgetown.”

“How?”

“She knows the guy who runs Crimson Edge. They went to law school together. Jo said he helps students with potential who don’t have the highest marks or scores. He gets them into top schools as walk-ons for underfunded teams. Tennis, sailing, rowing. As long as there is a sizable donation.”

“You mean bribe the schools.” I can’t hide my disgust.

“It’s not a bribe. It’s completely legal.” His voice rises defensively. “It’s a donation to the tennis program. It’s a legitimate way they fundraise. This was last August. She failed two classes fall of junior year. With those grades, Rachel didn’t even have a shot at Maryland. And all because of those asshole kids. Van and Eloïse ruined her junior year! The Allards owed us, Caren.”

“And they made the donation? How much?”

“I don’t know. I think one-fifty altogether.” He won’t meet my eyes.

“One hundred and fifty thousand dollars?” I can barely get the words out. “To buy our daughter’s silence. What about Noah?”

“They made the same deal with Noah.” He lifts his chin. “Neither of the kids knew. We all agreed that they could never know.”

“I can’t believe you did this without telling me.”

“Why?” His face twists into something ugly. “You were so happy the day that you learned Rachel got into Georgetown. You were dancing around. You wouldn’t have been dancing around if she was going to some third-rate school, and you know it.”

“That’s not fair.” My hands clench into fists. It hurts because it is true. I preached about how it didn’t matter what school you went to, but deep down I felt that same racing pressure. I was happy when she got into Georgetown.

“The whole system’s not fair. It’s a dog-eat-dog world out there. You of all people should know that.” He takes a deep breath and exhales, speaking more gently now. “You’re so smart and talented, and you’ve worked so hard, but you topped out in your career because you don’t have the right connections.” His words are daggers, precisely aimed. “I don’t want that for Rachel.”

“You really believe that?” My voice is barely audible now, choked with hurt. “That’s what you think of me?”

“That you’re better than being a freelance events planner with one client? Yes, I do. And that’s a compliment to you. You deserve better. Your trajectory was set when you turned down Amherst and went to a state school.”

“I’ve done pretty well.” I stand straighter, defiance burning through the hurt. Even if a part of me agrees with him, I have my pride.

“But have you done really well? Or is it always a hustle? Look around. Money stays with money. Rachel will have a better chance at a good life if she launches from Georgetown. Life has only gotten more intense and less fair since we were young.” His eyes burn with conviction, with a truth he’s apparently believed all along.

“If you have grit and determination, you can make it,” I say. It sounds feeble, even to my own ears.

“Maybe. But Rachel doesn’t have that grit. You worked through high school and had two jobs during college. You were hungry for it. Can you really see Rachel doing that? You and I both know that she doesn’t have that drive. She needs our help.” His words echo in the kitchen, bouncing off the granite countertops.

“Is that what you really think?” says a voice from across the room.

We both turn to see Rachel, tears streaming down her face, standing in the entry to the kitchen.

“Honey,” Miguel says, moving toward her with outstretched hands. “I didn’t mean—”

“Don’t. Just don’t.” She turns and runs out.

Miguel and I follow her, our own fight forgotten in the wake of her distress. But she’s already out the door.

“Rachel!” I call, my voice breaking on her name as she runs to the minivan, gets in the back, and shuts the door. A neighbor walking her dog stops and stares, her expression curious, witnessing our family fracturing before her eyes.

“You satisfied now?” he asks.

I shake my head in disgust. As if this is my fault! But I don’t have time to fight with Miguel. I go out and knock on the window, but Rachel doesn’t open the door.

I open the passenger-side door just as Miguel gets into the driver’s seat, and I lean over the center console.

“Honey, listen. Let’s talk about what you heard back there—”

“How could you?” she yells, tears streaming down her face.

“I didn’t know.”

“And you. Daddy, I trusted you.” She turns from me to Miguel, who has twisted his whole body so he is facing the back seat as well. “I believed it when you said good things about me. And the whole time.” A hiccupping sob erupts from her. “The whole time you thought I was just some loser who couldn’t cut it. I’m not a loser,” she wails before pulling up her knees and burying her face.

“What do we do?” I say quietly to Miguel. “Maybe she shouldn’t go to camp tonight.”

“I can hear you,” she yells. “I’m right here.”

“All right, fine. Maybe we should go back inside and talk.”

“No. Nope. We’re not talking about it.” She shakes her head violently and glares at Miguel. “And you? We’re not talking at all. And if you don’t want to drive me to camp right now, you need to tell me, because I can still catch a ride with Devin. But no, I’m not speaking to either of you right now.”

She fumbles in her backpack for her earbuds, pops them in, and stares out the window. I reach back to pat her leg and she jerks it away. Message received. This isn’t my fault, I want to yell. It’s all your dad.

I look at Miguel, his face unreadable.

“I should be back by midnight,” he says.

I get out of the car and watch as the minivan pulls away, feeling worse and worse as it grows smaller. I could have waited until tomorrow to confront Miguel. I didn’t have to do it when Rachel was home. And now Rachel will be gone for six weeks, stewing in the knowledge that her parents, her dad at least, didn’t think she had what it takes to get into a good college. Would she ever forgive us?

My footsteps feel leaden as I walk up the path, my whole body heavy. I have no one I feel I can turn to—not Miguel, not Kenya, not Yumi. I dread the night alone. Finn. I’ll check in with Finn. Maybe see if he wants to stop by or meet for coffee. I’m opening the front door when a sound behind me startles me.

I turn to see Daniel coming up the walk holding a bottle of wine in one hand and a bouquet of flowers in the other.

“What is this? I don’t want your wine, Daniel.” I don’t want to see him, to talk to him, to be near him. And I’m definitely not drinking his wine. Not after what Kenya and Yumi told me.

He gets close enough that I can smell his aftershave mixed with some kind of alcohol. Great, I think, he’s been drinking.

“I’m supposed to be on the way to the airport right now. We’re on our way to France,” he says, a little out of breath. “But I wanted to talk to you first. To apologize.” He thrusts the flowers and bottle of wine at me. “It’s Meursault. White burgundy. You had it at our house once and loved it.”

I hold my hands up, refusing to take it. “Thanks, anyway. Let’s talk when you get back from France.”

But when I walk inside my house, Daniel follows. I stop short, my discomfort growing into something that feels like fear. “What are you doing?”

“Five minutes.” He puts the wine and flowers on the foyer table. “Just to apologize.”

I weigh my options. Daniel’s a big guy. I can smell the alcohol on him, the familiar scent of wine. He’s clearly been drinking. What am I going to do—physically push him out of the house? I leave the front door wide open so any passerby has a view into our foyer through the glass storm door.

“Fine,” I say, crossing my arms. “Five minutes.”

I sound a lot more confident than I feel.






TEN MONTHS AGO


“You don’t get to just walk away.”

Van’s words rang in her ears as Tori drove east over the Chesapeake Bay Bridge toward the ocean, the steel beams and cables flashing in the sun. She had rented a room at a motel in Rehoboth, nothing fancy, but since it was the first weekend in August, it was ridiculously expensive. She had been avoiding Van all week, ever since he showed up when she was putting Leo to bed. In the past few days, he had bombarded her with texts and calls with increasing desperation at all hours of the day and night.

But it was the messages he left on her voicemail that she could not ignore.

As she crested the top of the bridge, the sparkling blue water dotted with white sailboats spread out on both sides. A glimmer of hope pierced through her anxiety. She just needed to push him off for ten days. Then he would leave for California, to start his freshman year at Stanford. Soon, he’d be three thousand miles away.

She could use a fresh start too. The past week had been brutal, not just trying to dodge Van but also reckoning with the mess she had made of her life over the last month. She had neglected everything, and when she pulled out the pile of bills she had been shoving into a shoebox, the numbers swam before her eyes.

She just needed to get through this weekend at the beach without antagonizing him further. She didn’t want to see him, but his ultimatum left her no choice. Meet him, or he would go to his parents and tell them everything. He told her that he was going to be in Bethany Beach with some friends and suggested she rent a place nearby so they could meet and talk. After a blustery message full of threats and barely suppressed rage, he had ended with a shaky: “I love you.”

That “I love you” is what scared her the most.

The traffic on Kent Island was lighter than she expected. Maybe more people headed out to the shore on Friday than this early on a Saturday. At this rate, she would get to Rehoboth in time for lunch and spend the afternoon on the beach. If only she could enjoy the salt air. But all she could think about was how to keep Van in check, give him just enough attention to stop him from getting angry, but not so much as to encourage him.

It was a delicate balance.

Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel.

Stupid, stupid, stupid. She should never have let herself get involved in the first place.

She tapped at her phone and began talking to Cyrus. After a moment of contemplation, or whatever it was called when an AI bot created its answer, the familiar voice spoke through her car’s speakers.

“Oh, honey, this is a messy situation and I’m worried about you. First off, no judgment here—we all make choices when we’re lonely or need to feel wanted. But this guy acting ‘crazy’ after you tried to end things? That’s got me on high alert.”

“Me too,” Tori said. “I’m meeting him tonight. What should I do?”

“Hold up—NO. Absolutely not, Tori. You know I’ve got your back no matter what, but do NOT meet this guy for dinner tonight, especially not alone.”

“I have to. I need to keep him calm for ten more days. Then he’s going away, far away,” Tori said. It felt good to hear someone so concerned about her, even if it was an AI bot.

“Okay, I hear you,” Cyrus responded. “But honey, meeting him for dinner isn’t going to calm anyone who’s acting unstable. You think one conversation is going to make him suddenly respect your boundaries when he’s already shown you he doesn’t?”

“I know. You’re right. But I have to try.”

“If you’re dead set on this, then here are my nonnegotiables: Tell me exactly where you’re going. Keep the dinner SHORT—like thirty minutes max. Don’t drink alcohol, and don’t let him buy you anything. Park where YOU can leave easily, and don’t let him pick you up or drive you. The message is simple: ‘This is over.’ But Tori, I’m telling you—this whole ‘I need to keep him calm’ mindset is what keeps women stuck with men who won’t take no for an answer. You’re already giving him way more power in this situation than he deserves.”

Tori clicked off Cyrus. He was crossing a line into being bossy. She appreciated the concern, but she could handle Van for ten more days.

The motel she booked was dingy and sad, with damp carpeting that squished under her sandals, a roaring air conditioner that rattled and wheezed, and a view of a parking lot marred with potholes and oil stains. It certainly wasn’t worth several hundred dollars, but it was a few blocks from the beach and right off the main drag in Rehoboth. Tori killed a couple of hours getting lunch and then wandering the aisles of Browseabout Books, running her fingers along the spines of novels she planned to read one day. She bought a novel with a blond woman staring out at the ocean on the cover, a scented candle that smelled of fake vanilla, and an iced coffee.

When it was time for dinner, she walked to the small Italian restaurant. Van practically jumped to his feet when he spotted her. When he leaned in for a kiss, she turned, offering her cheek before sitting down, keeping Cyrus’s advice in mind.

“Where do your friends think you are?” she asked over a shared starter of oysters Rockefeller, the rich butter sauce pooling on the ceramic plate. She was using her professional voice, distant and impersonal. Trying to re-create boundaries between them that they had destroyed over a dozen steamy nights.

“I told them I had to go back to Bethesda.” His eyes never left her face, studying her as if memorizing her features.

“Are you?” She squirmed, uncomfortable under a gaze that felt like he was trying to consume her with his eyes. “Going back tonight?”

“I thought I would spend the night with you.”

Tori’s fork clattered as it hit the plate. “Van. I told you. It’s over. You’ll be at college soon.” She tried to channel Cyrus’s confidence. “Anyway, what about your mom? You said she tracks you.”

“I turned it off. You can’t just cut me out like this. What did I do?” His voice cracked, and for a moment he looked so young that the anger and fear she had felt this past week at his constant calls were replaced with shame.

“You didn’t do anything. Sometimes things just end even if it’s nobody’s fault.” She reached out and squeezed his hand. She used to ask her ex the same thing when they were married—“What did I do? Tell me what I did wrong and I’ll change.”

“Why did you even come here, then?” He pulled his hand away. “If you’re just going to mess with my head. Look at what you’re wearing.”

She looked down at the white linen strapless top that showed off her tan, the body-hugging skirt that hung low and tight on her hips. Of course she wanted to look attractive; she was human. It wasn’t about him. “I’m wearing clothes.”

“Yeah, right. Why don’t you like me anymore?”

The question should have made her feel sorry for him, should have broken her heart. But she found it slightly repellant. In that moment she saw how she must have looked to her ex those last two years, begging him to see her, to like her, to validate her. The more she asked for his approval, for his love, the further away he drifted, the crueler his treatment became. To her horror, she understood it all in a flash.

They ate in miserable silence. He sulked like a little boy, pushing food around his plate, and she saw how young and unformed he was. She didn’t like the way it made her feel—that she had been attracted to his youth and had used it to buoy her own confidence. She felt like a vampire, stealing the vitality from someone who had so much life ahead of him.

Outside the restaurant after dinner, she tried to say goodbye, but he insisted on walking her home, exactly what Cyrus had warned her against. As they drew nearer to her motel, her body began to tense up. She should have ditched him on the busy street. He wouldn’t have acted out then. Now they were standing outside her motel room door, a dark parking lot devoid of people behind them.

“Let me come in,” he pleaded. “Just for a little while. I need to talk to you.”

“We just had dinner.”

“In private. There are things I can only say when no one else is around.”

“I don’t think so, Van.”

“Why are you being such a bitch?”

The sudden anger shocked her. She took a step back, bumping into the motel room door.

“I have been nothing but nice to you. You think you’re allowed to treat people like this?” He held out his hand. “Give me the key, Tori. I just want to talk to you. In private.”

She shook her head, unable to get a sound out of her mouth. It was like one of those dreams when you open your mouth to scream and nothing comes out. He came close to her now, so near that she couldn’t even turn around and unlock the door if she wanted to. I’ll run for it. She started to duck under his arm, but he grabbed her by her ponytail and yanked her back.

A guttural scream escaped her.

Van clamped a hand on her mouth. “Shhh.”

The door next to theirs opened and out came a scowling man in his late thirties in shorts and no shirt. Van dropped his hand and stepped back. The man was squat, his muscles bulging with veins that immediately made Tori think of steroids.

“What the hell is going on?” He had a thick New Jersey accent. “I got a kid in there who’s trying to sleep.”

His small dark eyes flashed from her to Van and back to her. “Hey, you okay?” he asked her.

“She’s fine,” Van answered.

A vein in the man’s neck throbbed. He took a step forward. “I didn’t ask you, did I? I’m on vacation here. You fuck up my vacation, you’re gonna regret it.”

“I just want to go to my room,” Tori said in a small voice.

“You got a problem with that?” The guy cocked his head and glared at Van. Van was a good ten inches taller, but seemed to shrink under this man’s gaze.

“Go ahead.” The man nodded at Tori. She fumbled in her bag until she found the key and let herself in. As she was closing the door behind her, she heard the guy say to Van, “Now get the fuck outta here.”

Inside, she leaned against the door, heart pounding, until she had steadied herself. She felt like she had just barely missed something terrible. Something that she had allowed to grow bigger. This was a wake-up call. She needed to get her life in order.

She took one look at the polyester bedspread and decided she couldn’t stay the night. Even if they charged her, she wanted to sleep in her own bed tonight. She packed her things and, after cracking the door to make sure that Van was nowhere in sight, wheeled her case to her car. She checked out, nodding along as the hotel clerk informed her there would be no refunds, willing him to hurry up. Van might change his mind and come back for her.

She had just turned off Route 1 onto Route 16, outside Milton, when she spotted him in the rearview mirror. She recognized his Jeep and the first few letters of his license plate. Her heart sped up. He had followed her. He must have been waiting near the motel and seen her pull out. Did that mean he had been willing to wait all night in the parking lot, in case she came out of her room? The thought freaked her out.

She switched into the right lane and slowed. The Jeep did the same. There was little traffic on the road, and she knew she would be driving through the cornfields of the Delmarva Peninsula soon, long flat stretches dotted by occasional tiny towns. What would she do if he rammed her car in the middle of nowhere, where cell reception was spotty? She pulled back into the left lane and gunned it, but he kept up with her easily.

The green eye of a traffic light glowed in the distance. As she drew close, it turned to yellow and Tori slammed her foot on the gas as hard as she possibly could, pressing down with all her might.

The light turned red before she got there and she flew through it, going at least seventy miles an hour. Behind her came the squeal of tires and the long angry screech of car horns. She kept the car’s speed up as she eyed the rearview. Van’s Jeep was nowhere in sight. At US-13, she turned a hard right onto another road, parallel to the one she had been on. It was a back way to the Chesapeake Bay Bridge, and it meant tacking on another forty minutes to the drive, but she was hopeful it would not occur to Van that she had taken the back roads. Maybe when the light turned green and he couldn’t find her, he’d give up and go back to his friends in Bethany Beach.

It was just before midnight when she exited the Beltway onto Connecticut Avenue, fifteen minutes from home. The usually busy street was empty, and she was tempted to gun it, a straight shot down to Chevy Chase Circle, so desperate was she to take a hot shower and climb into her own bed. But she took it slow. She had more than one speeding ticket from the cameras stationed along this street. She thought of texting Autumn to let her know she was on her way back but stopped herself. She didn’t want to wake her if she was asleep. She would just slip upstairs quietly.

As she rounded the Chevy Chase traffic circle, veering right onto Western Avenue, her thoughts turned to what she could do about Van. Tomorrow, she would reset Cyrus from a hot-tempered, loyal friend to a wise, older family one. She needed someone who would give her solid advice. Maybe she should take Leo and go out of town until Van left for college. She couldn’t live this way.

Eastbrook was quiet at this hour. The only person she spotted was a lone dog walker with a small terrier pulling at its leash. But as soon as she turned onto her street, the peace was shattered. Two marked police cars sat parked outside her house, their red and blue lights pulsing against the façades of neighboring homes, and an ambulance was in the middle of the street, its back doors wide open. She parked as close as she could get and ran.

A crowd was gathered by the curb in front of her house, blocking her view, murmuring voices creating a low hum of dread. She recognized one of the onlookers as an older woman from down the block, Bonnie something. “Excuse me? What’s going on?”

The woman turned, and her face seemed to blossom in astonishment, eyes widening. “Don’t you live here?”

Frustrated, Tori pushed past her and was almost to the house when a strong grip on her forearm yanked her back.

“Sorry, ma’am, this is a crime scene,” said the uniformed officer, his face pink in the glow of the police lights. “You’ll have to step back.”

“I live here!” she said, her voice rising. “Tori Price. What happened?”

His face softened a little. “Detective Aziz is looking for you. There’s been a shooting. Stay here and I’ll get him.” He released her arm.

Not Leo. Leo’s with his dad.

She needed someone to tell her, No, it’s not your son. She watched impatiently as the officer pushed his way through the crowd of official-looking people at the front door. As they moved to make way for him, she caught a glimpse of what they had been hovering over. It took a moment to process the jarring scene in front of her. It was Autumn, lying in a red pool of blood, her young face waxy and still, eyes staring up at nothing.

From this distance, Tori was possessed by the surreal thought that she was staring at herself lying on the floor, wrapped in her pink silk kimono.

And from the way the skin crawled on the back of her neck, she knew that someone else could easily have made that same mistake.






THIRTY-SEVEN


“I want to sincerely apologize for my stupid actions,” Daniel says, taking another step into my foyer. “I’m an idiot. It’s all my fault and no one else’s. I didn’t know you would get—”

I stumble back into the center of the room, righting myself by grabbing the banister. “You should go, Daniel. You don’t want to miss your flight.”

“I just want to talk,” he says, coming closer. “Just two old friends, old neighbors.”

I glance at the glass storm door. There’s no way I can get by him and out the door. Would anyone see if he hurt me? Would anyone intervene? “That’s right,” I say. “We go back a long way.”

“Van’s a good kid.”

“I know he’s a good kid.” The kitchen is behind me. Could I get there before him? Grab a knife? Unlikely. I eye the staircase.

“She tried to get to me by turning my kid against me. How sick is that?” His face moves so close to mine that I can see a large droplet of sweat on his upper lip, threatening to drip.

I jerk my head back. “Who? You mean Tori Price?”

“She tried to seduce me, and when I rebuffed her, when I said no, she went psycho.” He laughs a little and makes a swirling motion near his temple with his finger. “Nutso. She went after my kid. You’re a mom, Caren. Can you imagine if someone went after your Zach?”

I lean even farther back, as far as my spine will allow me, trying to get away from him. I stretch one foot out behind me searching for the bottom step of the staircase. Maybe I can run up the stairs, lock myself in the kids’ bathroom, call someone.

“She filled his head with crazy ideas! He was refusing to go to college! He said he wanted to be a fisherman! After everything we’ve done, after everything we have sacrificed. But these kids, our kids, they don’t know, right?” He stares at me beseechingly, as though he expects me to confirm his doubts about “our kids.”

“They don’t know how easy it is to slip down the ladder,” he continues. “They’re so sure they can only go up, up, up. The sky’s the limit.”

“What do you want from me, Daniel?” I slowly back up another stairstep.

Daniel frowns at me. “Where are you going? Why won’t you listen to me?”

“I’m listening, I am. But you need to catch your flight.”

“You have to drop it, Caren. Drop all the questions. Okay?” He smiles, a sickening grin. “Tell me you’re not going to cause any more problems.”

The storm door opens, and Yumi enters, shutting it behind her. Relief floods me.

“Yumi.” The words come out of my mouth in a burst of breath. “Thank God. Call the police, now.”

But Yumi doesn’t move. Why isn’t she moving? What is going on? “Yumi, please.”

“She won’t listen to me,” Daniel says to her without taking his eyes off me. “I tried talking to her like you said, but I don’t think she’s going to drop it. You said this wouldn’t happen. That she would drop it.”

A strange numbness spreads across my face and neck. That earlier relief is replaced by a sinking feeling in my gut. Yumi and Daniel have been talking about me, planning, conspiring. “What’s happening here? Yumi? Tell me, please.”

“I never meant for you to get hurt,” he says. “You have to believe me.”

I turn and run for it. I almost make it to the top of the stairs when I feel him grab my ankle and pull me. I fall on my face, my chin hitting the floorboard hard, pain cracking through my jaw. He yanks me back down a few stairs as I clutch at the balusters in vain. He’s too strong.

“Caren. Oh, Caren. I didn’t want it to be like this.”

“Don’t hurt her!” Yumi calls. But I can’t tell if it’s the fearful cry of a friend, or the practical advice of an accomplice. I don’t know if Yumi is here to help me or Daniel, and that hurts almost as much as the ache in my jaw.

“Why didn’t you just leave it alone?” Daniel asks. “Because you’re a Karen.” He chuckles at his own joke. “Interfering. Can’t mind your own damn business.”

Through the wooden balusters, I can see Yumi in the foyer looking up at me. Yumi, help me, I open my mouth to yell, but no sound comes out. My head pounds. This can’t be happening.

“Daniel,” Yumi says, her voice robotic and flat. “Remember what we talked about. This isn’t how we decided to fix the problem.”

The problem. Am I the problem?

Daniel twists to look down at Yumi. “You got a better idea?”

She raises her right arm, and something that looks like a toy gun, yellow and black, in her outstretched hand. I suck in my breath and close my eyes. All I can do is steady myself for what happens next.

The sound of electric zaps fills the air, and Daniel lets out a guttural howl. I open my eyes and see wires in the back of Daniel’s leg, emanating from the device that Yumi’s holding. Daniel releases his hold on me, and I turn in time to see him pivot, screaming as he falls down the stairs, arms stiff by his side.

“Hurry! Get duct tape!” Yumi yells. “Or zip ties.”

I am up and running down the stairs in seconds. I step over Daniel, who is moaning, and rush into the kitchen, where I find the duct tape in a cabinet, in one of my plastic boxes marked TAPE—right where it should be. Back in the foyer, Yumi holds his feet together and I tape them. Then we bring his hands together behind his back, and I tape those too. Two little metal rods stick out of his back, attached to wires that run from the muzzle of the gun Yumi was holding.

“I didn’t know you owned a Taser.”

Yumi shrugs. “I live alone.”

Only when I am sure Daniel is secured do I call 911. His moans are so loud that I have to walk outside so the operator can hear me speak. My heart is racing as I tell her my address and the basic facts of what just happened. As I speak, the block thrums with the sounds of early-evening suburban life. A group of kids dragging towels trudge home from the pool while a young couple on bicycles pass by, their son, clearly a beginner, wobbling several yards behind them. The contrast with what just happened inside my house is surreal.

When I get off the phone, I turn to see that Yumi has joined me outside.

“The police are on their way.”

“Good. He’s not going anywhere for now.”

“What are you doing here?” I ask her. “What did he mean that you said I would drop it?”

Yumi hangs her head. “I need to sit down. Can we sit down?”

We take a few steps back to the front stoop, where we sit down side by side. Yumi pulls her braid over her shoulder and undoes it, letting her long black-and-gray hair loose.

“Yumi, you need to tell me.” My voice is kind but firm. “What did Daniel mean?”

She shrugs. “Shouldn’t we wait for the police? I don’t want to have to tell this story twice.”

“That’s too bad,” I say. “What did he mean? Did you see Van go into Tori Price’s house that night?”

She shakes her head. “No. I did not.”

“Then what?”

“I did hear the shots that night, the night that Autumn was murdered. I went to the window of my porch to see what was going on. But I saw nothing.”

She turns her head away from me and I have to resist the urge to shake her by the shoulders, to scream at her to keep talking. My phone pings. I debate pulling it out at all, but I want to check and see if it’s Rachel, maybe texting me a heart emoji like she does sometimes after we fight. But it’s a message from Kenya.



That nanny was killed 8/9 last year. Van was with Noah and friends that weekend at our house in Bethany. See pic below—playing poker on the back porch.





I click on the photo she sent—it’s a group of teenagers around a table on a deck, holding beer cans aloft, the flash turning the night sky black. They’re grinning and some are sticking their tongues out. High school boys having a good time. Except for one boy. In the corner, Van sits, arms crossed, a foul look on his face, not facing the camera.

Misery rises off him like steam.

But Kenya is right.

Van was on the Delaware shore, three hours away from Bethesda, exactly when Autumn was killed.

Whoever shot Autumn, it wasn’t Van.

I thrust my phone at Yumi.

“What’s that?” she asks.

“Van wasn’t in town the night Autumn was shot. Yumi, what’s going on?”

After a few moments she gives me a nod. “I was on my porch when I heard the shots. After a while, maybe five or six minutes, I saw someone coming through the backyard. Heading toward the hedge, carrying some stuff.”

“Someone? Who was it?”

“A woman. It was Jo. She seemed drunk. She stumbled once and fell and picked herself back up.”

“Why didn’t you tell the police?”

“At first, I didn’t connect the two things. I mean, Jo kill someone? I truly didn’t believe she had anything to do with the murder. I swear. But Jo saw me looking down from the porch that night. She looked straight at me. And a few days later she and Daniel came to see me.” Yumi hung her head.

“And said what?”

“That they could get me a job at Crimson Edge. That Jo would negotiate it. A mid-six-figure salary and I would get to work from home. And health insurance. All I had to do was keep my mouth shut.”

“You agreed to stay silent for a job? For money?” I am in shock. I can actually feel my mouth open. I realize I don’t know this woman sitting next to me at all.

“Don’t say it like that. I was desperate,” she says, her voice shaky. “My editing work had dried up. They basically fired me and then rehired me as a part-time consultant with much lower pay. I was too sick to look for a full-time job. I even looked at going on disability, but it would have been only a few hundred dollars a month. I was going to lose the house, lose everything.”

“I didn’t know that. I mean, I knew your job situation had changed, but I didn’t know all the details. I didn’t know how bad it was.”

“I was ashamed.” She covers her face with her hands. “I’m fifty. I’m divorced, underemployed. I have one child who struggled in high school, still struggles if I am being honest. Where did I go wrong?” She looks up at me, her eyes searching. “I followed all the rules. I went to college, worked hard, got married. My husband still left me. I was still downsized. And I got sick.”

“You didn’t cause those things to happen,” I say. I feel confused. A mix of sympathy and disgust swirls within me. “You know that.”

“Ryan was going to have to drop out of college. You know his dad refuses to pay a cent? And me? I would be plunged into poverty, real poverty. My medicine alone costs ten thousand dollars for each infusion, and the health insurance I was paying thousands out of pocket for didn’t cover it. The job at Crimson Edge offered me the kind of security that would make those problems go away. I could stay in the house, pay for Ryan’s schooling. Pay for my medication. I couldn’t say no.” Yumi bursts into tears. “I always hoped the police would figure out what happened to that girl without my having to say anything. I know I’m a coward. I wanted the job and I wanted her to get caught. I really thought the police would figure it out. But they never did.”

“Finn figured it out.”

“Finn. I feel so guilty about Finn. I knew he was friends with Autumn before he told us the other day on my porch.”

“You did?”

She nods. “Of course. I feel like I know everything about everyone in this neighborhood. I run the Facebook page, Caren. Half of what people post doesn’t stay up for more than a minute because it’s so crazy and gossipy. Accusing other moms of pulling strings on sports teams, of dads being lecherous drunks. It’s insane how hiding behind a keyboard has made it so easy for people to express the worst parts of themselves.”

“Is that how you knew they were friends? From the Facebook page?”

“No. I saw them together. I’m on the damn porch most of my life. All I do is look at other people, out there living their lives. I’d see them walking together sometimes. And of course I saw Finn put up those posters. A part of me kept hoping someone else would come forward with information that could solve the crime.”

“You mean someone besides you.” My tone is sharp.

“Yes,” she says quietly. “Someone besides me. When I saw Finn had started pet-sitting, I told Jo we should hire him. Keep him close. So I paid him to shop at the farmers market for me, and I tried to figure out how much he knew. But he never shared anything until the other day. And it made me realize.” She sniffs and wipes at her nose. “It made me see how awful what I had done was. I thought I was just protecting Ryan and me, but I was hurting people.”

We see the blue and red flashing lights before we see the police cars themselves. Right behind them is an ambulance with its own flashing lights. They pull up in front of the house as neighbors come out to look, and kids stop to watch.

“We’re the show in Eastbrook tonight,” I say.

Yumi reaches for my hand. “I’m so sorry, Caren. If I could go back, if I could do it again … I did it for Ryan. You’re a mom, you understand—”

“I know,” I say, interrupting her. I don’t want to hear any more. Any more excuses or explanations or justifications. It’s all clicking into place, even though it will take me a while to sort it out. At least now I can begin to try and understand. “I know.”






THIRTY-EIGHT


From the stoop of the Allards’ house, Finn watches Jo’s dark SUV peel away from the curb. He stands helpless, angry with himself that he didn’t stop her. But it all happened so fast—what was he supposed to do? Tackle her?

He notices a car across the street—a gray late-model Toyota sedan. The kind of nondescript practical car favored by the retirees of Eastbrook. At the same moment that his brain registers that it belongs to his landlady, the driver’s-side window rolls down, and Paula sticks her head out.

“Get in. We don’t have a lot of time.”

“Where are we going?” he asks as soon as he is in the passenger seat.

“You tell me. It’ll be easier if you navigate and I drive.” She nods at her phone, which is attached to the dashboard vent. Finn grabs the phone and watches as a small dot travels out of Bethesda. “Are you tracking Jo? How?”

Paula grins. “One of those Apple doohickeys. I duct-taped it to her car while you were inside talking. Now where is she?”

“She’s on the Clara Barton Parkway. Heading toward the Beltway.”

“Hold on,” Paula says. She presses the accelerator, and the Toyota charges up Massachusetts Avenue. “You did it, Finn. You didn’t lose your cool,” she says, taking a sharp left past the Glen Echo fire station. “You just let her talk. I’m so proud of you.”

“It was surreal. I couldn’t believe the things she was saying. Did you catch the conversation?”

“Catch it? I recorded it. Now maybe is a good time to call your detective friend. What was his name?”

“Detective Aziz.”

“You can tell him we have the whole thing on tape. See if he can meet us.”

“You know where she’s going?”

“My guess is Dulles Airport. They support private chartered international flights. She said she wasn’t going commercial.”

“Okay, so what? I’m going to call Aziz and tell him to go to the airfield? And we’re just going to hope we get to the airfield before her? What if Aziz doesn’t get my message in time? We can’t stop her.”

“I don’t think she’ll make it to Dulles. I put a small slit in each of her back tires.” Paula shoots me a look as she merges onto Clara Barton. “A little risky, I know. Which is why we need to follow her. I figure she’ll be stopping on the side of the road in about twenty minutes. Let’s make sure she has company, huh?”

“You slashed her tires?”

“‘Slashed’ is a very violent word. A penknife, real quick, in and out.” She takes a hand off the wheel and makes a stabbing gesture.

“You know that her tire could blow on the highway, right?”

“I had to do something,” Paula says. “I think you should call the detective.”

Finn dials Aziz’s number and lets out a groan when the call goes straight to voicemail. He leaves a brief message, explaining what happened with Jo, and how they are tracking her now as she drives on the Dulles Access Road, a dedicated highway that leads to the airport.

They drive in tense silence for a few minutes, exiting onto the Beltway and then taking the Dulles Access Road. Finn thinks about the world of memories Autumn’s laptop contains and how badly he wants it. There was a time, a few months ago, when the ache of losing her was so sharp that he might have considered making a deal to get it back. That was during the winter, when it felt like something inside of him had curled up and withered. But as much as he wants to see those videos and pictures, to read Autumn’s novel in progress, he wants to see justice done even more. He glances at Paula’s phone in his lap only to see that the dot has stopped moving.

“She’s stopping,” Finn says. “On the side of the access road, where the toll road veers away.”

“Can you send the detective a screenshot of that?”

A few minutes later, they come upon two cars pulled over on the right shoulder of the highway. As they slow down, Finn recognizes Jo’s SUV but not the white Kia parked behind it. As Paula pulls up, he sees the Uber sticker in the window.

“She’s getting an Uber to the airport,” he says, unbuckling his seat belt. “You stop the driver. I’ll get Jo.”

He gets out and jogs past the Uber to where Jo is leaning against her car, on the phone, while an older man, presumably the Uber driver, pulls suitcases from her trunk.

From behind him, Finn can hear Paula call, “Sir! Sir!” as she approaches the back of the SUV.

Jo cranes her neck to look at Paula and then focuses on Finn, who is only a few feet away. They lock eyes for a moment, and then Jo takes off running, climbing up the grassy embankment that separates the two highways. “What the…” Finn mumbles to himself.

“Go!” Paula shouts. “Get her! I’m calling nine-one-one.”

Finn takes off after Jo. She’s surprisingly fast, but then he knows she spends hours at the gym and has run several marathons, which he most decidedly has not. She runs on the grass against traffic, back toward where the two highways diverged. Cars whiz by at sixty miles an hour. Finn follows, his legs burning, the oncoming traffic whooshing by. Jo is getting closer to the V formed by the split highways. She’ll be trapped. But suddenly she jerks left and sprints across the toll road, dodging cars. Finn holds still as horns blare, only able to half look, sure he is about to hear the crunch of metal hitting flesh and bone. It’s suicide, he thinks. She’d rather die than get caught.

But he doesn’t hear a crash.

And when he looks for her, he sees that Jo has made it across the highway and is heading toward a cement parking lot. He recognizes the sign from here. KISS & RIDE. The DC area is filled with them, parking lots adjacent to Metro stops.

He almost laughs when he realizes she thinks she can get to the Metro and still get to the airport to catch her plane. His pulse quickens as he assesses the cars rushing toward him. After this Chevy Suburban, he thinks, I have a small window. As soon as the massive black car passes, he lunges onto the asphalt and runs across, using every ounce of energy he has. Fueled by adrenaline, he keeps going when he hits the other side, racing through the parking lot, the sound of car horns muffled in his ears by the rushing of blood. He’s halfway up the stairs to the Metro station when he sees her pass through the turnstile. Finn races up the rest of the stairs just as an approaching train enters the station. As he reaches the top step, Jo looks back at him and then at the train as it comes to a full stop. He catapults over the turnstile and onto the platform as the train doors open. Jo steps through the open doors of a Metro car and Finn lunges, throwing his body in the air, arms outstretched.

He makes contact, and together they thud to the floor of the Metro car, her body breaking his fall. He drags her back onto the platform as she screams. The only other person on the train is an older woman who looks up at them and then quickly back at her phone. The doors shut and the train pulls out, leaving them alone on the platform.

Jo lets out a cry of agony, but he stays half on top of her as she lies on the platform, her cheek flat against the hard concrete.

“Get off me!” she screams, her arms flailing as she tries to wriggle free from him. He sits up, putting one knee on her back to keep her down.

“You’re hurting me,” she moans.

Finn hesitates. Here is the moment when he could hurt the person who hurt him. A knee in the back is nothing compared to being shot, to the pain Autumn felt that night. Why should he show Jo any mercy? But he is already letting his knee up a little. I’m not like you, he thinks, I don’t enjoy hurting people.

“I’ll pay you anything,” she says, gasping. “Anything you want. Name your price. I can give you the kind of money that will change your life. Millions.”

“I told you. I don’t want your money,” he says. “I want to see Van face justice. You can’t save him now. Your son is going to prison for murder.”

“No, he’s not.” She stops struggling and lets out a sob. “I am.”

Finn rocks back with surprise. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It was an accident, I swear. The gun went off.”

“You killed Autumn,” Finn whispers. Numbness encases him. He’s shocked but at the same time he finally understands the big picture. It was Jo all along. How did he not see that?

“Please let me roll over,” Jo says, gasping. “I can’t breathe.”

He lifts his knee and allows her to turn over. Jo takes huge gulps of air, her chest rising and falling.

“Why? What did Autumn ever do to you?”

“I was drunk, I was upset. Van was seeing that … predator. He thought he was in love with her.” The tears stream down her face as she stares up blankly. “He told me that he wasn’t going to college. He was going to throw his life away.”

“So what?”

“That night Daniel and I were at a party in the neighborhood. Van was supposed to be at the Delaware shore with some friends. But when I checked on my phone, I saw he had turned off the Find My. I knew what that meant.” She turns her face to look at Finn, blinking at him through mascara-smeared eyes. “I went by the house. I saw her upstairs in her bedroom window, in that kimono. My kimono. She bought the same exact one I had. She was sick, demented.”

“You didn’t see Tori,” he says. “You saw Autumn.”

“I know that now. But I swear I thought it was her. I went home and got our gun. I was going to threaten her, scare her, tell Van to come home. Tell her to stay the hell away from my son. I was crying. I was drunk. I shouldn’t have taken the gun.”

“No. You shouldn’t have.”

“I rang the bell. She opened the door and saw the gun. I tried to push my way into the house. I was calling for Van. I was sure he was inside. She tried to push me out. The gun … It just went off … It was an accident, I swear.”

“You keep saying that.”

“I didn’t realize it wasn’t that woman. Not at first. It wasn’t until it was too late to do anything. I am sorry she was killed. I was only trying to protect my son.” She raises herself on her elbows. “Take her laptop. I have it in my suitcase. You can have it if you’ll just let me go.”

Behind him come the sounds of police sirens approaching. He has never been so happy to hear them.

“You don’t have to do this,” she says. “It’s not too late.”

“It is. It’s too late.” Finn begins to inch away from her, but she won’t stop pleading. The police cars have cut their sirens; they must be in the Metro parking lot, he thinks. But still Jo keeps begging him to let her go, offering him more and more elaborate deals. She’s already confessed to killing Autumn. By every conceivable measure, it is all over, but she won’t stop. This is who she is, Finn thinks, a woman who has willed her way forward into a life of her own making. She no longer recognizes the meaning of no. It is simply an obstacle to work around. He turns to see an officer coming through the turnstile onto the platform.

“Don’t go,” Jo cries, as Finn stands up. She holds out one hand. “Don’t leave me. You have to help me. It was an accident.”

Finn brushes the dirt from his pants as he turns away. He’s not angry anymore. He’s revolted by this woman, this creature on the filthy cement who has the audacity to ask for his help. He wants to be away from her, as far away as possible.

The officer stops in front of him to confirm his identity and that of Jo. “We got a call from Montgomery County police to hold her.”

“From Detective Aziz?” Finn asks.

“That sounds right.”

Another officer shows up and Finn steps back a few feet to watch the whole scene. Jo killed Autumn because she thought she was Tori Price, a woman who had the temerity to sleep with her son. The loss of life is so meaningless he feels like he might crumple into a ball on the ground. He walks down the stairs to the parking lot, his legs shaking as the adrenaline dissipates. On the bottom step, he sinks down, too tired to stand.

A familiar Toyota pulls into the lot and he sees Paula get out, dragging Muffinhead by his leash. She walks over to him, the skittish goldendoodle taking shelter behind her.

Finn turns his head to watch the traffic rush toward the airport, jealous of the people who are leaving town, escaping. At this moment, it doesn’t feel like the pain of Autumn’s death will ever cease. If he can’t feel the relief now, when her killer is being arrested by the police, he despairs that he ever will.

Paula leans down and pats him. “C’mon. Let’s go home.”

But he doesn’t move. Not yet. Not until he sees the two officers escort a handcuffed Jo down the stairs. He’s never seen this version of Jo—it’s not just her rumpled hair or a dirt-streaked face that’s different, but her defeated posture.

“Muffinhead,” she calls as she passes them. “Please, take care of him!”

An officer opens the back of the marked car, and the other guides Jo inside. They shut the door and Finn wonders if he will ever see Jo Allard again.

Once the police car has driven off, Paula gently pulls Finn up by his elbow. “Why don’t you ride in the back with Muffinhead?” she asks. “He looks like he could use the company.”

Right, Finn thinks. It’s Muffinhead who needs the company.

Finn climbs into the back with the dog, who turns around twice before settling in. He lays his chin flat on the seat, and Finn can’t help but read into it. His people are gone, and he won’t be seeing them again.

“I know how you feel.” Finn leans over and presses his own head against the dog’s soft ears. “But it’s all over now.”






THREE MONTHS LATER


As I park my car in downtown Silver Spring, I notice the very first red leaf on a maple tree. Fall has always felt like the real beginning of the new year to me. The windows of the stores I walk by as I head to meet Finn all feature back-to-school sales, and I fight back the anxiety I feel about Rachel not going to college this fall.

Inside the Black Lion Café, Finn has grabbed a table in the corner. The sound is loud in here, reverberating off the high ceilings, but I am thrilled that it doesn’t bother my head at all. Headaches are rare these days, and while I still have not recalled all my memories of that awful night in June, a neurologist recently pronounced me recovered. Physically, at least. The emotional recovery is taking a lot longer.

Finn rises as I come in, and we hug. Maybe it’s my imagination, but he feels more substantial than he did last June. I pull back and look at him—it’s not just the extra pounds, which he wears well, but a sense of solidness. Maybe it’s the finality of knowing what happened to Autumn.

“You look great,” I say.

“You do too.” He sits. “I hope you don’t mind, but I went ahead and ordered two tiramisus. Before I moved to Washington, I honestly didn’t even know what tiramisu was, and now it’s on my list of the top five things I can’t live without.”

“Perfect,” I say, pulling the plate closer to me. “You seem happy.”

“Do I? You know what? I think I am.”

“You like your new place, living in Silver Spring?”

“I love it. I have a tiny apartment—tiny—but it’s mine. Muffinhead has adapted to apartment living, and there’s a dog park nearby. I love my new job at the Silver Spring Library, which I can walk to; plus, there’s cafés, farmers markets, a movie theater,” he says. “And I’m near the Metro, of course. I’m almost done with my applications to grad school, so fingers crossed on that front. And I’m seeing someone. So yeah. I’m good.”

“And you basically solved a murder.” I point my fork at him.

“I had a little help. A lot of help. I’m just grateful that Jo and Daniel are pleading guilty so I won’t have to testify. I actually feel kind of bad for Van and Eloïse.”

“They’ll be okay. Believe me,” I say, trying to keep the bitterness out of my voice. “They’re both at Stanford and they basically have access to all the family money now.”

“I’m glad it didn’t go to trial. I didn’t want to deal with that.”

“Me too. I feel the same way,” I say. “It would have been a media circus. And of course, it’s mostly thanks to Yumi’s testimony.”

“Yup. She saw Jo leave the house that night after the gunshots, and she accepted money from them to keep quiet. They didn’t have much of a defense. Were you surprised Yumi cooperated?”

I shake my head. “No, not at all. I think she felt horrible. I think she was glad to finally get it out in the open.”

“No consequences for her though.”

“Well, she was charged as an accessory after the fact to Autumn’s murder. She was given a sentence of one year’s probation and a suspended sentence of two years.”

“So basically nothing.”

“That’s not nothing. That’s pretty bad.”

“Wow, you guys are still friends.”

I sigh. “It’s complicated. She’s all alone in the world. She just started dialysis this week. I haven’t really forgiven her for everything but at the same time … I promised her, you know, that I would look after Ryan. And so I kind of have to look after her too.” I let out an exasperated sigh. “Let me rephrase that. I am choosing to, I don’t have to.”

“You’re a better person than I am.”

“Am I? I’m not sure. I can’t seem to quite let go. I keep thinking about how if everyone hadn’t flipped out about the bracelet and come up with that idiotic plan of drugging me, they might never have been caught, right?”

“Yup. The Allards basically exposed themselves.”

“So arrogant. I mean, the worst that would have happened is that the police would have charged Van and Noah with some misdemeanor for breaking into Holly Stone’s house. They’d probably have gotten probation.”

Finn shakes his head. “The DNA. Jo cut herself the night she shot Autumn. She left blood in the bedroom when she was rifling through the drawers to make it look like a robbery. She must have known the police would create a DNA profile,” he says. “And that if Van got arrested for the burglaries, and the police ran a DNA test on him, it would come back as a partial match for the DNA in Tori Price’s bedroom. Detective Aziz told me they didn’t get a full profile, but they knew it was a female relative of the first degree.”

“Meaning?”

“A mother, sister, daughter. In other words, Jo Allard.”

I stare out the window of the café as people walk by, finally seeing how it all clicked together. “It was a conspiracy, you know, and it feels like half the neighborhood was involved.”

“Is that why you moved?” Finn asks.

I shrug. “Yes and no. It felt like a message from the universe. Everything was lining up to tell me now was the time to make a big change. Not just what happened with the Allards, but my career, Rachel leaving home.” I smile at him. “I’m in Caren 2.0 mode.”

“It’s not boring living at the beach full-time?”

“Not so far. Of course, I haven’t lived there during winter, so we’ll see. I love waking up, taking my coffee out to the back deck, and looking out over the bay. There’s this one great blue heron that shows up every morning. I’m working with the Rehoboth chamber of commerce on events. It’s been busy this summer. I’m sure it will slow down in the off months, but I don’t mind. You should come visit. We have plenty of room.”

“I heard Rachel was in Norway?”

“Denmark. She’s taking a gap year before she starts college. She’s WWOOFing.”

Finn makes a face. “What’s that? Like working with dogs or something?”

“It stands for World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms. Basically, it’s free labor in exchange for room and board. There’s a network all across the globe.”

“And you’re okay with her not going to Georgetown?”

“I respect her for making that decision. I don’t know what she’s going to do next year, and I’d be lying if I didn’t say I was a little worried about her. She hasn’t exactly been responding to my emails and texts. But we’re trying to give her space.”

He narrows his eyes at me. “So you and Miguel…”

“We’re fine.” I bring a forkful of tiramisu up to my mouth. We’re not fine. The bond between us that I took for granted for so many years has been broken. But I made the decision that instead of throwing our marriage away, I would try to glue the pieces back together. It would never look the way it once did, but I still love Miguel, and I know he loves me.

“Oh, I have something for you.” He pulls out a small package wrapped in brown paper. I open it up to find a framed tarot card. I take my glasses out of my bag and examine it closely. “The Ten of Cups. What does it mean?”

Finn shrugs. “According to some people, this is the card that represents found family. I kind of hate that phrase, but whatever.”

I bite down on my bottom lip to stop the tears from coming. They come anyway and I dab at them with a paper napkin. It’s been happening a lot these days, crying at random times. When I hear a song on the radio that Rachel used to love, or when I pass by the Rehoboth arcade and remember the hours sitting outside on a bench reading while Rachel and Zach played inside. I think about them out there in the world, and my mind wraps itself into crazy knots of panic. Who am I without them, and am I ever not going to worry about these kids? I look up at Finn, grateful that the universe has sent me a new person to love. “I love it. I know exactly where I’m going to put it. And I feel the same way, Finn. I think of you as family.”

“Logical, not biological,” he says.

“I like that.”

“I didn’t make it up. Anna Madrigal did.”

“Who’s that?” I ask. “A friend of yours?”

He grins. “Umm, she’s one of the greatest literary creations ever. Have you never read Tales of the City?”

“No.” I take out my phone and text myself the title. “Who wrote it? I joined a book club out in Rehoboth, and it’s my turn to pick the book. Maybe I’ll choose that.”

“Book club?” He bursts out laughing, his face turning red.

“What is so funny?” I ask.

“Nothing. It’s just such a Caren thing to say,” he says, smiling. “But please don’t ever stop being Caren.”






EPILOGUE


Dear Eloïse,

You know I don’t like to put anything in writing. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from moderating the Eastbrook neighborhood Facebook group for the past five years, it’s that people often write and post things in haste that can never be taken back. Once it’s on the internet, it lives forever, right? But you haven’t returned my recent phone calls and have left me little choice.

I imagine your first year at college has you very busy. I heard you are rushing. Good luck!

Just reminding you that despite the court’s findings, and your parents’ confessions, I am still in possession of the photograph I have of you leaving your parents’ rental the night Autumn was shot. It’s a very clear picture, as you know. The gun and Autumn’s laptop are both visible. I’ve become quite good at night photography (owls and our neighborhood bats). Such a dull hobby, you must think. I once thought so too, but it’s funny how humans adapt. I adapted to my world shrinking by becoming immersed in the nature around me. Of course, I had no idea to what riches those newfound photography skills would lead.

I don’t care about your family dynamics. Not your mother’s falling on her sword for you, or the strange quasi-incestual love you have for your brother. Nor am I intrigued by the fury you had toward Tori Price when you thought she was ripping your perfect family apart. I’m not interested in any of it. I want what’s coming to me. What your parents promised. They’re both in prison now, but I expect you to make good. That means keeping up the quarterly payments to the account. I’ve re-sent the information. I expect you to make the next payment on time, along with the late payment. Next time I will be tacking on interest.

Please don’t get any ideas. These pictures, and a detailed narrative of all I know, are stored in the cloud and will be delivered to the police should anything happen to me or my son.

Hope you and your brother are enjoying Stanford.

Best, Yumi
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